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Ceim ar Cheim is a community-based education and training centre, catering for clients 
of the Probation Service, young offenders and youth at risk. Through a longitudinal 
methodology, this study aimed to document the early stages of desistance from crime, by 
qualitatively exploring identity and social control before and after participants’ first year 
in Ceim ar Cheim. Participants’ disconnection from society was evident. This was 
exacerbated by bereavement, loss, repeated school breakdowns, incarceration, and reports 
of Garda violence and harassment. By the end of their first year, more efficacious 
narrative identities emerged, alongside greater aversion to developing into feared possible 
selves. Participants developed a deeper bond with Ceim ar Cheim over time, facilitated 
by the organisations flexibility and ethos of genuine, wholistic engagement. Some 
participants’ continued drug use and hazardous drinking pose ongoing threats to their 
desistance. The complex influence of family was apparent; with some family members 
having a profoundly negative impact on participants’ lives and providing ant-role models, 
whilst a growing awareness of the pain caused by participants to their families was also 
evident. Grandparents adopting parenting roles was noted, as was the apparent 
criminogenic impact of loss and bereavement. Participants outlined desisting impacts of 
romantic relationships and parenthood. Participants reported that turning eighteen 
reinforced desistance through the prospect of a blank legal slate and the fear of longer 
sentences in adult prisons. The study highlights the importance of services for youth at 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1 Chapter overview 
This chapter outlines the context and background of this research project. Although this 
research is primarily focused on participants’ changing psychological profiles, it is 
informative to consider the socioeconomic frame in which their lives unfold.  
 
1.2 Research context 
Ceim ar Cheim (CarC) is a community-based education and training centre, catering for 
clients of the Probation Service, young offenders and youth at risk. CarC is based in 
Moyross, the largest council estate in Limerick City. There are 79 unemployment 
blackspots in Ireland, of which 18 are in Limerick (CSO, 2016). Of the 32 electoral 
divisions in Limerick city, 11 have a youth unemployment rate over 60% (Limerick 
Regeneration Plan, 2016). The overall unemployment rate in Moyross is 47%. In 2006, 
€3 billion was pledged for the regeneration of Moyross and three other Limerick council 
estates, however Ireland’s subsequent economic crisis saw this cut by over 90% (Raleigh, 
2014). Approximately eighteen people were murdered as a result of feuds between rival 
criminal gangs in Limerick in the past sixteen years. One of these gangs has strong 
connections to Moyross (Raleigh, 2015).  
 Ceim ar Cheim (CarC) has provided programmes for young people aged 15-25 
years since 8th May 2000. Participants are referred to CarC through one of six pathways; 
courts and probation services; prisoners on temporarily release; directly from a probation 
officer; contacts with HSE and Home School Community Liaison Officers; community 
Gardaí or the Juvenile Liaison System; and self-referrals (Slattery, 2007). The stated 
mission of CarC is;  
• To offer a safe and challenging environment for participants to explore their 
potential 




• To provide appropriate training for participants’ lives and future employment  
(Slattery, 2007, p.33) 
 
 The majority of CarC participants are referred through the Probation Services. 
Most have disengaged early from traditional educational institutions. In 2009 the service 
received eighteen Probation Service referrals, constituting 100% of the workload. This 
raises the question of the degree to which participation in CarC is voluntary for these 
individuals, as non-participation may be viewed negatively by Probation Services. The 
running costs of CarC are provided by the Irish Youth Justice Service, an office of the 
Department of Justice and Equality. 
The Ceim ar Chem ethos is influenced by the Restorative Practices movement 
(Slattery et al, 2014).  
In the restorative view, offenders need to gain insight into the consequences of 
their actions and need to take an active role in repairing the harm they have 
incurred. (p.190, Alphen, 2015) 
On a practical basis, the implementation of restorative practices includes a social hour for 
participants and staff each morning and a group discussion between staff, tutors, and 
participants at the end of each day. The purpose of these meetings is to encourage 
communication between all parties and facilitate the raising and resolution of outstanding 
issues (Slattery, 2007). CarC staff use an asset based model of education, whereby 
participants’ strengths and abilities are identified and developed. This process is not 
restricted to the centre, but incorporates participants’ families and other relevant 
community groups. The educational environment itself is founded on five core values; 
caring, fairness, respect and understanding, building relationships in partnership through 
communication, and advancement through challenge. A longitudinal study of male 
juvenile offenders in long term care concluded that persistent offenders would benefit 
from a multi-modal approach based on individual’s needs, as opposed to existent generic 





1.3 Research background 
Ceim ar Cheim (CarC) staff contacted the Department of Psychology, University of 
Limerick, in 2015 to outline a need for psychological research within the service. They 
wanted to clarify what desistance-related changes, if any, took place for participants over 
the course participation in the centre’s programmes. A meeting was arranged between the 
clinical psychology doctoral students and CarC staff. This provided insights into the 
nature of the service and possible avenues of research. A second meeting gave an 
opportunity for the students to meet with current CarC participants. This provided insight 
into the lived experience of participation in the programme. The effectiveness of CarC 
has been demonstrated quantitatively in terms of average length of attendance and 
participants’ educational and training outcomes. However, the impact on factors related 
to desistance from crime had not been investigated.  
 
1.4 Reflexivity 
As an individual born and raised in Limerick, I have been impacted by criminal activity. 
I have personally been the victim of crime in Limerick, as have many of my family and 
friends. Acknowledging my past experiences and active meaning-making role within the 
present study was crucial to its success. The epistemological stance, post-positivism, 
acknowledges the role of the researcher in the meaning making process. I also reflect on 
lessons learned from a small-scale research project which I conducted in CarC. These are 
described in Chapter 3. Finally, the use of memos, some of which are included in Chapter 









Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
2.1  Chapter overview 
The literature review focuses on desistance. Patterns of desistance that emerge over the 
life course and how these may be influenced by neural development are first outlined in 
this chapter. Research and development pertaining to three theories pertaining to 
desistance are then explored; social control theory, narrative identity theory, and the 
general theory of crime. The interplay of theories is considered and the evidence for each 
outlined. The effect on crime of drug and alcohol misuse, and incarceration is then 
reviewed. The chapter concludes by outlining gaps in the literature and the current 
research aims.  
 The goal of the literature review was to provide an overview of quantitative, 
qualitative and mixed-methods research on factors associated with the process of 
desistance. A review of published literature included books, articles, and reviews. A 
review of grey literature included reports, government document, and unpublished theses. 
Combinations of the following search terms were used; desistance, recidivism, crime, 
youth, adolescent, delinquent, social control, social bond, self-control, narrative, identity, 
possible selves/self. The following peer reviewed databases were searched; Academic 
Search Complete (incorporating PsychINFO, PsycARTICLES, MEDLINE, and UK & 
Ireland Reference Centre), SAGE, ScienceDirect, and Wiley Online Library.  The search 
was limited to materials published in English. The reference sections of key publications 
were reviewed. Linking tools which suggest relevant articles within search engines, such 
as ‘Related Articles’ in SAGE, were also used. Finally, grey literature was reviewed in 
Google Scholar and OpenGrey. 
  
2.2 Construction of Crime 
Crime is societally constructed. There is significant national variation in what constitutes 




example, up until 1993, homosexual acts were deemed criminal offences in Ireland 
(Walshe, 2015). Within a society, there may be wide variation in the correlates of different 
types of crime. Individuals who perpetrate white-collar crime have marked 
neuroanatomical differences compared to those who perpetrate general crime; these 
include increased executive functioning, attention and cortical thickness compared to 
general offenders (Raine et al., 2012). It therefore seems unlikely that the same predictors 
of desistance will exist across all criminal groups. Some argue that committing crime is 
the norm for some; "Indeed, numerous rigorous self-report studies have now documented 
that it is statistically aberrant to refrain from crime during adolescence" (Moffitt, 1994, 
p.29). It has been estimated that the average British citizen commits 32 crimes per year 
(Petter, 2017). One method of controlling for cultural variation in the definition of crime, 
and the seemingly ubiquitous nature of crime in general, is to focus primarily on more 
serious crime, such as violent crime. The present study joins the ranks of research 
conducted on predominantly male participants, living in disadvantaged neighbourhoods.  
 
2.3 Desistance from crime 
A switch in focus from rehabilitation to punishment in the 1970’s, contributed to the US 
having the highest percentage of population involved with the Criminal Justice System of 
any developed nation (Benson, 2003). Psychologists have attempted to shift the focus 
from punishment to rehabilitation by researching the causes of crime and effects of 
incarceration (Benson, 2003). Criminology researchers historically focused on factors 
associated with the onset, persistence and escalation of crime (Hearn, 2010). There have 
been calls for greater focus on the features which distinguish criminal persistence from 
desistance amongst offenders (Laub & Sampson, 2001). If interventions are to 
successfully reduce reoffending, factors leading to desistance must be understood. 
Desistance is a burgeoning field of research; between 1993 and 2013, the number of 
papers published about desistance from crime has at least doubled in every five-year 
period (O'Sullivan, 2014).  
 It is important to be realistic about the complexity and difficulty of understanding 




inherently challenging. Establishing factors associated with the cessation of crime is 
hampered by definitional, measurement and theoretical incoherence (Laub & Sampson, 
2001). Most desistance studies are correlational in nature. Maruna (2016) defined 
desistance as “the absence of offending behaviour among individuals who had previously 
offended at repeated intervals” p.289. Laub and Sampson (2001) outline that desistance 
can be conceived of as both the termination of offending behaviour and the “causal 
process that supports the termination of offending” p.11. With no agreed definition, 
desistance is the absence of a behaviour over time, a difficult dependent variable to 
measure (Healy, Hamilton, Daly, & Butler, 2015, p.179). Directly measuring desistance 
requires an objective measure of criminal activity, such as access to recorded crimes, or 
self-assessed criminal behaviour; each of which is methodologically flawed.  
Whether or not predictors of desistance are unique, or simply the opposite of 
predictors of offending is an important question (Rutter, 1988, p.3). Theoretically akin to 
the psychological question of whether predictors of good mental health are unique or the 
opposite of predictors of poor mental health. The positive psychology movement argues 
for a new therapeutic paradigm, where the factors which lead to growth and flourishing 
are seen as causally distinct (Seligman, 2011). Laub and Sampson argue that desistance 
is best viewed as a process rather than a discrete event, it is not irreversible, and involves 
both social transition and identity transformation (2001).  
For a theory of desistance to be fit for purpose it should take account of established 
patterns of criminal behaviour over the lifespan. The Developmental Life Course (DLC) 
assumes that age-related changes in criminal activity happen in an orderly way (1997). 
The age curve is the observed trend of crime peaking in late adolescence and decreasing 
in adult years (Shapland & Bottoms, 2017). It has been shown to occur independent of 
economic status (Shulman, Steinberg, & Piquero, 2013). DLC also takes account of the 
changing nature of crime with age; for example, offences perpetrated as a teenager are 
more likely to occur within a group, whereas adult offences are more often solo events 
(Piquero, Farrington, & Blumstein, 2007). Those who commence criminal offending 




later onset criminal offending (Piquero et al., 2007). Piquero and colleagues (2007) outline 
that studying criminal activity over the life-course is now a staple within the field.  
Rather than clarifying the cause and effect of desistance, DLC is a roadmap for 
guiding effective desistance research. Farrington (2011) outlines seven different DLC 
theories, from the more psychological (Lahey & Waldman, 2005) to the more sociological 
(Laub & Sampson, 2001). Longitudinal research appears to be crucial within the 
desistance field, as it allows for changes to be measured over time.  
It may be the case that individuals who persist with crime over their life course 
represent a distinctive group with unique neuro-developmental traits and aetiology 
(Mofitt, 1993). They are more likely to have neurological problems such as cognitive and 
learning difficulties which may challenge social development and lead to low self-control 
(Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). Where DLC perspectives summarise patterns of 
desistance, neurological research sheds light on how biology relates to these patterns. 
Neurological research appears to explain some life-course crime patterns. 
Executive functioning is key to emotional regulation, risk perception, and relating to 
others (Vander Stoep et al., 2000). Though not the only brain structure utilized in 
executive functioning, the frontal lobes are likely involved in all executive tasks (Alvarez 
& Emory, 2006). The protracted development of the prefrontal cortex may make 
adolescents more vulnerable to risky behaviours, exacerbated by the relative immaturity 
of their limbic systems (Casey, Jones, & Hare, 2008). A recent literature review found 
differences in executive functioning between a general prison population and controls. 
Different impairments in executive functions have been reported between violent (set-
shifting and working memory) and non-violent (inhibition, working memory and problem 
solving) offenders (Meijers, Harte, Jonker, & Meynen, 2015). Lower prefrontal cortex 
volumes have also been reported in violent offenders compared to non-offenders (Yang 
& Raine, 2009). A functional imbalance between hyperactive reward system circuitry and 
control regions has been cited as a risk for substance abuse among adolescents (Heitzeg, 
Cope, Martz, & Hardee, 2015). Chemical differences may also play a role in increasing 
the risk of antisocial behaviour. A longitudinal study found that reduced cortisol in pre-




aggression in adolescence (Shoal, Giancola, & Kirillova, 2003). Low cortisol levels have 
also been linked to reduced responsivity to stressors and decreased fear of adverse 
behavioural consequences (Towl & Crighton, 2010). Whilst not undermining the 
individual’s role as an active agent of change, the potential for neurological antecedents 
to criminal behaviour further undermines a punitive model of Criminal Justice. 
 
2.4 Policy 
A shift from punishment toward rehabilitation in 1960’s Ireland, was aided by the 
Criminal Justice Act of 1960, which introduced the Temporary Release of prisoners. This 
alleviated overcrowding in prisons, but also served a humanitarian purpose for prisoners 
who could see their families for important events and be prepared for release (Rogan, 
2012).  Desistance research gathered pace in the early 2000’s, a decade later it began to 
appear in National Penal Policies in England and Wales (Ministry of Justice, 2010) and 
Northern Ireland (Prison Review Team, 2011). A 2014 review of Irish penal policy 
outlined the limitations of a punitive model of criminal justice and emphasised the need 
to support the process of desistance; “While punishing the individual is reasonable and 
appropriate, in the long-term punishment, of itself, is not proven to encourage desistance 
among individuals who display the risk factors related to offending” (Department of 
Justice, 2014, p.75). The review emphasises desistance as a means of achieving a safer 
society through the rehabilitation and reintegration of offenders. Nevertheless, between 
1996 to 2017, the number of people in custody in Ireland increased by 68% (2,191 to 
3,680) (Irish Penal Reform Trust, 2018). 
 The manner in which young people are treated within the Irish penal system was 
reformed with the enactment of the Children Act 2001, which replaced the Children Act 
1908, and brought Ireland in line with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989) (Seymour, 2006). The Children Act 2001 is the main legislation covering children 
and criminal justice (Irish Youth Justice Service, 2018b). This act effectively raised the 
age level of criminal responsibility from seven to twelve years.  In Ireland, individuals 
aged 18 years and over are treated as adults within the legal system (Children Act 2001, 




of people committed to prison in Ireland were aged 18-25 years (Irish Prison Service, 
2018). The age curve indicates that people’s propensity to desist is related to their 
chronological age (Shapland & Bottoms, 2017). However, this legal boundary of 
childhood is not in keeping with modern neurological boundaries of childhood. The 
adolescent brain continues developing well into an individual’s 20’s (Arain et al., 2013; 
Prior et al., 2011). “We conclude that young adult offenders aged 18–24 are more similar 
to juveniles than to adults with respect to features such as their executive functioning, 
impulse control, malleability, responsibility, susceptibility to peer influence, and 
adjudicative competence” (Farrington, Loeber, & Howell, 2012, p.741). 
 In their review of the European response to young adult offending, Pruin and 
Dunkel outline that “there is little evidence to justify why the same regulations, 
procedures and legislation are not applied to young adults (18-24) as to the under 18s” 
(2015, p.4). Scott and Steinberg (2008) called for a rethink of the binary child/adult legal 
classification. They, and others (Farrington et al., 2012) argue for the inclusion of a third 
legal category; the adolescent. This is of particular interest in the current study, as Ceim 
ar Cheim service users are aged 15-25 years. 
 In 2003, The Council of Europe demanded that Member States consider 
sentencing young adults under juvenile provisions (Pruin & Dunkel, 2015). Germany and 
Austria allow for young adults, aged 18-20 years, to be tried under juvenile law (Killias, 
Santiago, & Jerzy, 2012). As of 1st April 2014, Dutch juvenile criminal law could be 
applied to individual’s up to the age of 23, under certain circumstances (Barendregt & van 
der Laan, 2018). Of the 21 European countries reviewed by Pruin and Dunkel (2015, 
p.67), Ireland was one of four which had neither special rules for young adults providing 
for the application of juvenile law sanctions or sentence mitigation. This is particularly 
concerning in light of reports of serious adverse consequences to treating young people 
as adults in the penal system. In their review of the topic, Howell and colleagues (2012) 
concluded that juveniles dealt with in the adult courts were more likely to reoffend more 
quickly, seriously, and at higher rates than juveniles seen through a juvenile justice 
system. This is echoed in a review by Farrington and colleagues (2012). The way Irish 





Three theories which inform our understanding of desistance are now outlined; 
age graded theory of social control (Laub & Sampson, 2001), narrative identity (Maruna, 
2001), and general theory of crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). Each has been 
investigated, developed and criticised since inception. Theories of desistance are not 
mutually exclusive of DLC or neurological perspectives. They guide how individuals may 
be best supported to refrain from criminal behaviour.  
 
2.5.1 Social control. 
The earliest record of social control theory is by Ross (1901). He outlined that “Normally 
society presents itself as an interlinking of narrower and wider circles, each playing its 
part in the task of control, each spinning some of the ties that bind people into social 
tissue” (Ross, 1901, p.400). The theory was developed in the interim, as it’s early 
inception included some objectionable concepts, for example, that ethical social control 
is “In proportion as the population is homogenous in race” (1901, p.412). Toby (1957) 
introduced the concept of stake. Individuals with less stake, or societal investment, were 
more likely to engage in crime, with the effect strengthening if they were surrounded by 
other individuals with low societal stakes. However, Toby conceived social control as a 
ladder which paralleled individuals’ socioeconomic status. This conceptualisation does 
not allow for the different nature of control within different social and ethnic groups. In 
contrast to this, Nye (1958) brought the focus of social control from the economic realm 
to the domestic. He highlighted the importance of family in social control, and noted that 
children from non-traditional family structures were more likely to engage in crime (Nye, 
1958).  
 Hirschi outlined a theory of social bonding (1969), in which integration into a 
community is thought to lead to the formation of social bonds. Hirschi hypothesised four 
elements of social bonds; attachment to parents teachers and peers, involvement in 
conventional activities, commitment to conventional lives, and belief in social norms and 




institutions will predict decreasing criminal involvement over their lifetime. Conversely, 
Hirschi outlined that the weakening of social bonds could lead to an increase in offending; 
“If the bond to the parent is weakened, the probability of delinquent behaviour increases” 
(Hirschi, 1969, p.88). The offender calculates the benefits of offending against the 
prospective costs to their social bonds (Paternoster & Bachman, 2010, p.124).  
Sampson and Laub conducted research following on from Glueck and Glueck’s 
seminal longitudinal study of 1,000 disadvantaged men born in the Boston area, during 
the Great Depression. Their findings formed the basis for two books, published in 1993 
and 2003. Sampson and Laub’s age graded theory of social control arose from this 
research. The theory emphasises the desisting influence of social control as men age and 
accumulate more pro-social bonds. It also noted the desisting effect of important turning 
points in the men’s lives. Sampson and Laub (1993) emphasised the importance of the 
quality of social bonds on recidivism. A weak bond with society being associated with 
more delinquent behaviour. They postulated that as an individual’s investment in society 
increases, so too does the cost of engaging in deviant behaviour; theoretically akin to 
Toby’s (1959) concept of stake. “Adult social ties are important insofar as they create 
interdependent systems of obligation and restraint that impose costs for translating 
criminal propensities into action” (Sampson and Laub 1993, p.141). Since accruing social 
capital is gradual and cumulative, so too is the resulting desistance (Laub, Nagin, & 
Sampson, 1998). They found that the most important adult social bonds were attachment 
to the labour force and a cohesive marriage (Laub & Sampson, 2001). Crucial social 
controls for adolescents were found to be family, school and peers (Sampson and Laub, 
2005). The types of social controls which inhibit criminal behaviour have received further 
attention; the first to be explored here is the influence of peers. 
Successful establishment of bonds with conventional others and participation in 
conventional activities are major contingencies on the path that leads to 
termination of a criminal behaviour. (Shover, 1996, p.126) 
The impact of peers appears to be predominantly determined by their relative 
delinquency.  Spending less time with delinquent peers seems to increase desistance. In 




disengagement from deviant peers is a precondition of young men’s desistance from 
crime. Conversely, relationships with prosocial individuals have been shown to partially 
mediate the relationship between community disadvantage and offending in a group of 
juvenile offenders (N=20,000) in the US (Intravia, Pelletier, Wolff, & Baglivio, 2016). 
There is evidence that adolescents will change their behaviour to achieve delinquency 
balance with their best friend and that change in exposure to deviant peers in turn 
influences change in delinquency (McGloin, 2009). It therefore appears that the effect of 
peers’ social control on criminal behaviour, is determined by their relative propensity to 
engage in crime. Whether an individual consciously withdraws from criminal peers when 
they wish to desist, or some other aspect of desistance leads to such withdrawal, has not 
been adequately researched. De-emphasising the individual as an active agent of change 
in their own desistance, is a potential criticism of social control theory. Another key 
source of social control are romantic relationships.  
Reviewing the impact of romantic relationships on desistance gives us a more 
nuanced perspective on social control. Marriage has been associated with a 35% reduction 
in the odds of 17-35 year-old males being involved in criminal behaviour (Sampson, Laub, 
& Wimer, 2006). Transitions in peer associations and spouse’s disapproval of high-risk 
activities may explain the crime-reducing effect of marriage (Warr, 1998). Warr reported 
that marriage effectively cuts approximately ten hours per week from time spent with, 
potentially delinquent, friends (1998). Data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development (1961-1981) also indicates that marriage decreased offending compared to 
remaining single (Farrington & West, 1995). Though research from the Netherlands 
indicates that this effect is weaker among females than males (Bersani, Laub, & 
Nieuwbeerta, 2009). There is less support for desistance effects of pre-marital romantic 
relationships. A study of 686 seventh and eighth graders, reported that romantic 
relationships were associated with an increase in anti-social behaviour, particularly 
amongst girls (Eklund, Kerr, & Stattin, 2010). This relationship was explored among 
delinquent males and females (n=354) aged 14-15 years, using data from the Pathways to 
Desistance project in the US (Monahan, Dmitrieva, & Cauffman, 2014). Results indicate 
that simply being or not being in a romantic relationship had no impact on antisocial 




behaviour of their romantic partner. As they aged, females became increasingly 
vulnerable to this effect, whereas males appeared to become more resistant (Monahan et 
al., 2014). Similar to peer relationships, the social control of romantic relationships, may 
have a recidivating or desisting influence, depending on who is exerting it.  
The potential for pro-social modelling by probation officers has received some 
research attention. A study of 60 individuals on probation, emphasised the importance of 
change agents in enabling desistance (Rex, 1999). Where the relationship with probation 
officers was experienced as positive by both parties, the authors reported that it contained 
many of the elements of pro-social modelling, as outlined by Trotter (1996). Individual’s 
with a positive relationship with their Probation Officer believed them to be supportive, 
and interpreted their concern for welfare and behaviour positively (Rex, 1999). However, 
Farrell’s (2002) study of desistance among 200 men and women on probation in England, 
outlined an obstacle to this type of social bond. Few probation officers appeared willing 
to assist individuals with addressing the issues of accommodation, family relationships, 
and employment; crucial supports of desistance. Farrell (2002) concluded that quality of 
probation supervision was one of four elements which bolstered desistance, the other three 
being; motivation, social and personal context, and the meaning people hold about their 
lives and behaviour. Although a probation officer is usually linked with individuals who 
are on parole or probation, police officers are more visible figures of social authority 
throughout people’s lives.  
“As the most visible agents of formal social control, people may view police as 
the most accessible form of government” (Brick, Taylor, & Esbensen, 2009, p.490). A 
survey of 1,300 teenagers in six US cities reported that social bonds are significant 
predictors of juveniles’ perceptions of police. Perceptions of police legitimacy was also 
significantly related to informal social control among a group of college students (N=623) 
in the US (Ferdik, Gist, & Blasco, 2016). Having crime-related contact with police, is 
associated with less satisfaction with police (Wu, Lake, & Cao, 2015). Similarly, an 
association has been found between youths being arrested and a significantly worse 
attitude toward police (Brick et al., 2009). Greater commitment to delinquent peers and 




(Brick et al., 2009). There are significant discrepancies in police behaviour toward 
juveniles and adults; it has been reported that white police officers exercised considerably 
more authority in encounters with juveniles than encounters with adults. Disrespectful 
juveniles also encountered higher levels of police action, including arrests, than 
disrespectful adults (Brown, Novak, & Frank, 2009). The emotions of fear and anger 
directed towards police may supersede pro-social emotions (Holmes & Smith, 2008, 
p.84). The public lives of young males from minority groups may be “severely 
constrained”, as they attempt to avoid contact with the police, out of fear of abuse (Holmes 
& Smith, 2008, p.94). Weakened community ties were associated with less favourable 
attitudes toward the police in a group of juvenile offenders in the US (Brick et al., 2009). 
There therefore appears to be a relationship between social bonds and perceptions of 
police, such that individuals with lower social bonds have worse views of police. Whether 
the actions of police can positively or negatively influence these social bonds has not been 
adequately researched. Understandably, this topic does not lend itself to accessible 
empirical scrutiny.  
The relationship between employment and social control has received further 
scrutiny. Data from a longitudinal study, which surveyed 4,880 young adults at three time 
points, empirically tested the association between social bonds and desistance (Salvatore 
& Taniguchi, 2012). Job satisfaction, marriage, parenthood, religious participation, and 
parental attachment were positively correlated with desistance. Education, hours worked 
per week and military service, were not. This result is interesting in that it indicates that 
merely occupying individual’s time with work does not support desistance; employment 
should be satisfying. Differences between this and other findings may be explained by the 
large heterogenous sample, and the high drop-out rate (N at wave 1=21,000, N at wave 
3=4,880). Farrall (2002) outlined that the time demands and routines necessary to hold 
down a regular job, may limit opportunities for deviant behaviour; effectively an 
opportunity cost of employment. However, it is also noted that offenders rely heavily on 
social ties in order to find such employment (Farrall, 2002). Having social ties in the 
labour market contribute to an individual’s ability to gain employment, which in-turn is 
associated with reduced re-offending (Rhodes, 2008). It therefore appears that being 




needs pro-social ties. As individual sources of social control are examined, the potential 
for interaction and compounding effects between them becomes clearer; for example, a 
negative spiral of connection to delinquent peers may undermine the likelihood of gaining 
satisfactory employment. This underscores the importance of pro-social modelling and 
engagement of probation officers and others.  
The relevance of social control theory has been demonstrated cross-culturally. A 
study designed to test Hirschi’s social bonding theory conducted with 1,710 secondary 
school students in Turkey, reported that the theory plays an important role in explaining 
juvenile delinquency (Ozbay & Ozcan, 2006). A study of 1,325 felony offenders in 
Finland examined the effect of work, parenthood, marriage and co-habitation on 
desistance (Savolainen, 2009). It found empirical support for Sampson and Laub’s theory 
of age graded informal social control. “The fact that these processes matter in post-war 
Boston as well as in contemporary Finland underscores the enduring potential of life 
course transitions to modify criminal trajectories” (p. 301, Savolainen 2009). Criminal 
careers in the Netherlands were studied using official data (n=4,615) and self-reports 
(n=2,244) (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005). The study concluded that changes in life 
circumstances affect reoffending even when between-individual differences in criminal 
propensity are controlled for. Using official data on those in a low conviction-rate group, 
marriage was associated with a 27% drop in conviction rates. Interestingly, separation 
was associated with a 44% increase in conviction rates when compared to when they were 
married, and 4% increase compared to when they were single. Marriage did not impact 
on the official conviction rates of the high conviction rate group or the self-reported crime 
rates of any group. Parenthood did not appear to effect conviction rates in either sample 
(Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005). Finally, a study of 109 male juvenile probationers in 
Hong Kong established two self-reported correlates of violent delinquency; impulsivity 
and social bond. Juveniles reporting lower social bonds, were more likely to self-
anticipate violent reoffending (Chan & Chui, 2012). However, not all cross-cultural 
research has generated similar findings.  
In some cases, it may not be possible to generalise social control variables beyond 




and 1940 found that marriage and employment actually increased criminality (Farrall, 
Godfrey, & Cox, 2009). The differing function of marriage in the nineteenth century and 
gender inequality, may have impacted motivation to desist. Cultural variabilities in social 
control were highlighted by Adorjan and Chui (2012), they found that family and marital 
bonds had a greater influence on desistance than employment among ex-prisoners in Hong 
Kong; a difference which the researchers ascribed to Confucian values. This underscores 
the need for careful analysis of the social control factors at play in any given society; an 
obstacle to generalising desistance research findings.  
 Social bond theory is not without its detractors. In his conception of the theory, 
Hirschi presupposed that individuals are fundamentally hedonistic, hence acts of crime 
are intrinsic to human nature, this Calvinistic view has its critics (Lilly, Cullen, & Ball, 
2010). The generalisability of Sampson and Laub’s age graded theory of social control 
has been criticised for its focus on male offenders (Healy et al., 2015, p.181). Social 
control theories have tended to focus on the positive aspects of secure attachment to 
parents; linking poor behaviour in childhood to negative family outcomes in adulthood 
(Laub, 1993). However, they may not take sufficient stock of the potentially negative 
impact of caregivers. Self-reports of childhood maltreatment and trauma among a group 
of young male offenders (n=28) in Australia, were correlated with other proximal risk 
factors for juvenile offending, such as poor anger regulation and antisocial thinking 
patterns (Malvaso, Day, Casey, & Corrado, 2017). Testing the age-graded theory of 
informal social control using a contemporary American sample gave mixed evidence 
(Giordano et al., 2002). They reported that marriage and employment did not influence 
desistance. Overall it does appear that an individual’s bond with society does affect their 
propensity to engage in criminal behaviour within that society. A recent review found that 
informal social control does play a role in successful desistance from violence (Walker, 
2013). The authors emphasised the role of stable relationships and employment in 
desistance from violence. They called for further research examining both external and 
internal change in the process of desistance (Walker, 2013). 
 Overemphasising the effects of societal forces may downplay individual’s roles as 




ultimate concerns are associated with change. These are seen as the commitments that 
matter most in dictating the means by which an individual lives. While social control 
theory places an emphasis on circumstantial changes, other theorists (Maruna, 2001) 
emphasise the role of cognitive transformations in giving rise to more pro-social self-
identities. Narrative identity theory brings the focus from the external world to the 
internal.  
 
2.5.2 Narrative identity. 
“Narrative identity is the internalized, evolving story of the self that each person crafts to 
provide his or her life with a sense of purpose and unity” (Adler, 2012, p.367). Narrative 
theorists focus on subjective changes within the individual (Hearn, 2010). In their review 
of the literature, Laub and Sampson (2001) reported that transformation of identity is 
among a small number of sturdy correlates of desistance. Maruna (2001) posited that a 
cessation of criminal behaviour is only possible when offenders develop a coherent, 
prosocial identity for themselves. Maruna (1999) saw narrative theory as refocusing the 
theoretical discourse on the individual’s agency, a radical departure from positivist 
criminology theories of crime which conceived of behaviour as largely determined by 
uncontrollable external and internal forces. “Understanding how individuals who 
internalise a criminal or deviant label are able to create a new self-understanding for 
themselves should be a priority in identity research” (Maruna, 1999, p.8). 
 A longitudinal study of individuals who chose to persist or desist with crime, 
emphasised the importance of an individuals’ life story or ‘script’ (Maruna, 2001). Ex-
offenders frequently reframed negative pasts into positive life stories. Common themes 
of condemnation and redemption were identified. Individuals who persisted with crime 
identified more with a condemnation script; viewing themselves as victims of 
environmental and social circumstances beyond their control. Individuals with a 
condemnation script expressed powerlessness to change their criminal behaviour, due to 
drug dependency, poverty, prejudice, or a lack of education or skills (Maruna, 2001, p.74). 
Those who adopted a redemption script expressed a stronger sense self-belief. The 




circumstantial, not a reflection of their true nature (Maruna, 2001, p.85). Expressions of 
newfound control and self-efficacy were elements of these new prosocial identities. 
Maruna likened this effect to Seligman’s (1991) theory of learned optimism.  
 Seligman (1991) operationalised optimism as an explanatory style attributing 
negative outcomes to external, temporary, and specific causes and positive outcomes to 
internal, permanent and global causes, with pessimists adopting the opposite explanatory 
style. An optimistic or pessimistic attributional style may affect identity in that people’s 
expectations of future events, stem from their experience of the past (Peterson & 
Seligman, 1984). The relationship between attributional style and desistance was 
investigated through content analysis of interviews with active offenders (n=34) and 
desisting ex-offenders (n=55) in the UK (Maruna, 2004). Results indicated that active 
offenders interpreted negative events as the product of internal, stable, and global forces 
“that's just the type of person I am” (p.187), and good events in their lives as the product 
of external, unstable and specific causes (Maruna, 2004). A recent thematic analysis of 
interviews with male desisters (n=13) and persisters (n=9) of intimate partner violence, 
gave some support to Maruna’s (2004) attributional style hypothesis. The process of 
desisting from intimate partner violence has been associated with individuals ascribing 
non-violence as an internal, positive attribute (Walker, 2014).   
 A prospective study of evolving narrative identities, tracked 47 adults over the 
course of twelve psychotherapy sessions (Adler, 2012). The theme of agency increased 
over the course of psychotherapy sessions, occurring prior to improvements in mental 
health. Agency has also been shown to independently predict desistence from violence 
among male prisoners (n=63) over a twelve month period in the UK (Ellis & Bowen, 
2017).  
 A changing narrative identity was evidenced from qualitative analysis of 
interviews with a group of five former persistent and drug addicted offenders based in 
Dublin. The author concluded that narrative identity development, facilitated by 12-step 
Narcotics Anonymous and Cocaine Anonymous groups, paralleled identity features in 
desistance literature (Marsh, 2011). Identifying as a ‘family-man’ and expressing regret 




(LeBel, Burnett, Maruna, & Bushway, 2008). Feeling stigmatized or doomed, more 
negative self-identity markers, were correlated with both re-offence and reimprisonment. 
The authors saw these findings as being in keeping with the condemnation and redemption 
scripts outlined by Maruna (2001). They also concluded that self-efficacy or hope, was a 
necessary condition for individuals to desist from crime (LeBel et al., 2008). However, 
how an individual arrives at a narrative of condemnation or redemption remains unclear 
(O'Sullivan, Kemp, & Bright, 2015).  
 One method of exploring narrative identity is through the medium of possible 
selves. They are defined as representations of ‘‘individuals’ ideas about what they might 
become, what they would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming’’ (Markus 
& Nurius, 1986, p.954). Expanding on Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial stage of identity 
formation vs. role confusion, Marcia (1966) derived four identity statuses; identity 
achievement, moratorium, foreclosure and identity confusion. Dunkel (2000) found that 
individuals with a moratorium status, seen as actively exploring their future options, were 
significantly more likely to outline a greater number of possible selves. (2007, p.2). 
Erikson’s (1963) developmental theory may shed light on this phenomenon. He conceived 
of the transition from childhood to adulthood as characterized by a struggle between 
identity and role confusion;  
Consequently, teenagers go through a 'psychosocial moratorium' where they 'try 
on' various possible selves 'for size'. Identity theorists would argue, therefore, that 
it is no coincidence that these 'disorganised' early narratives correspond with high 
rates of criminal behaviour. (Maruna, 1997, p.8) 
Two functions of possible selves have been theorized. Firstly, as a context for 
evaluating the actual self, for example, for future selves to be imagined, a current frame 
of reference is created, and secondly as playing a motivational role (Markus & Nurius, 
1986). In psychotherapy, possible selves may function as goals toward which a person 
may strive, or anti-goals to be avoided (Bak, 2015). Paternoster and Bushway propose 
that a criminal offender’s perception that they may become a feared possible self, is one 
component of the “crystallisation of discontent” (Baumeister, 1994, p.281), motivating 




commitment outweighs the benefits (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). Pierce (2015) 
reported that having a feared delinquent possible self, moderated the relationship between 
negative peer behaviours and self-reported violence. It may not always be possible for 
young people to readily conceive of positive futures. Despite fearing a criminal future, 
young people with the highest levels of self-reported delinquency struggled to conceive 
of alternative, positive possible selves (Oyserman & Markus, 1990).  
Findings from a 15-year longitudinal study of individuals (n=105) on probation in 
England, indicate that future selves inform the desistance process by providing possible 
ways of being. There may be a tension between future and current self, before the benefits 
of abstention become apparent (Hunter & Farrall, 2017). This apparent tension is similar 
to Rogers (1951) concept that self-esteem is impacted by conscious judgements regarding 
the distance between one’s actual and ideal self. The tension created by self vs. ideal-self 
discrepancies, leads to reappraisal of ideal self or changes in actual self (Rogers, 1951). 
In a similar vein, Paternoster and Bushway (2009, p.1114) postulate that an individual’s 
current self-concept may be enhanced through achieving a positive possible self, or 
avoiding a negative possible self. Positive and negative possible selves can also provide 
directed motivation for the current self. Having a possible-self balanced between positive 
and negative is suggested as most effective for reaching one’s ultimate goals, as it contains 
both approach and avoidance mechanisms (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). A longitudinal 
study of short-sentenced offenders (n=35) reported that prior to release, participants with 
optimism regarding their chances in the community, were more successful at a follow-up 
interview (Howerton, Burnett, Byng, & Campbell, 2009). This may overlap with the 
construct of self-efficacy, discussed in a later section.  
 The interplay of current and possible selves has also been investigated. The results 
of semi-structured interviews conducted with 20 adults under probation supervision in 
England, led King to propose that amending existing, and constructing new narratives, 
enables individuals to sustain non-offending behaviour in the early stages of desistance 
(2013). Individuals expressed an awareness that changes to personal and social contexts 
would be necessary to sustain desistance. The author acknowledges that no objective 




 Identity research, including possible selves,  may be hampered by a social 
desirability bias (Furnham, 1986) experienced by participants. The accuracy of 
participants’ predictions was recently put to the test in desistence research, when 
individuals’ ability to predict their own recidivism was empirically tested. Doekhie and 
colleagues (2017) investigated whether prisoners (n=24) who had committed violent 
crimes, were accurate in predicting their future criminal behaviour. The results indicated 
a strong match between criminal or noncriminal behavioural predictions and future 
criminal behaviour. Those who desisted were more likely to visualise both positive and 
feared possible selves, express feelings of control and agency, have greater social bonds, 
and be supervised post release. Those who reoffended were more likely to attribute their 
criminal activity to external events (Doekhie, Dirkzwager, & Nieuwbeerta, 2017). Aside 
from the clear implications on individuals’ ability to predict future criminal behaviour, 
this study was striking for participants honesty; participants were willing to share positive 
and negative predictions of their future criminal behaviour with researchers.  
Though theories of social control and cognitive transformation are often 
contrasted, it is useful to identify how they are mutually influential. Theoretical 
frameworks examining both external and internal change are needed to understand 
desistance. Giordano and colleagues emphasise the individual’s role in “creatively 
appropriating elements in the environment” or hooks for change (2002, p.42), which act 
as catalysts for lasting change in criminal behaviour. They regard a pro-social identity as 
an integral part of desistance. Indeed, the interplay of increasing social bonds and life 
turning points is a hallmark of Sampson and Laub’s age-graded theory of informal social 
control (2003). In his theory of reciprocal determinism, Bandura postulates that behaviour 
both influences and is influenced by personal factors and the social environment 
(Bandura, 1986). For instance, the development of a prosocial self-concept may be linked 
to greater community integration. This theory fits with the reported desistance effects of 
informal social controls such as becoming a parent and securing employment (Savolainen, 
2009). Research conducted with men incarcerated in Spain also supported both narrative 




 The reason that some people sustain cognitive transformations which facilitate 
desistance, achieving prosocial possible selves, and others do not, was explored by Harris 
(2011). Semi-structured interviews with 28 offenders enrolled in re-entry programs, 
indicated that excuses for past actions justified desistance to keep a self that is worthy of 
redemption, with social supports giving hope for change (Harris, 2011). The findings 
support the concept of criminality as a cultural adaptation in response to structural barriers 
(Harris, 2011; Massey & Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1996). Harris (2011) emphasises barriers 
to social structures for vulnerable youth. Once individuals committed themselves to 
refraining from illegal activities, two additional mechanisms were key to sustaining this 
transformation. Social supports from new peer networks who are also moving through the 
desistance process, and peer mentors (Harris, 2011). Support in practical areas of life such 
as education, housing, employment, training and addiction services, provide the life 
scaffolding needed to support a new, desistant identity (Harris, 2011).  
Overall, narrative theories represent an important movement within criminology. 
Just as the role of developmental and societal forces are acknowledged, so too is an 
individual’s agency. However, there is a dearth of research on narrative theories. Whether 
a shift in narrative identity is the catalyst or consequence of desistance has not been 
satisfactorily demonstrated. There are also issues of subjectivity and replicability, inherent 
to this predominantly qualitative field of desistance research. More desistance based 
longitudinal studies focused on narrative identity theory would help establish its veracity. 
Qualitative research nevertheless has its place, as criminology research and practice 
expands from its positivist roots. As the President of the American Society of Criminology 
put it in his 2009 presidential address; “We need to take a broad view of what constitutes 
evidence. This new outlook means we are interested not only in controlled experiments 
but also in policy studies, qualitative work, natural experiments, and problem analyses” 
(p.7).  
Self-control is another internal construct which has received considerable 
attention from desistance theorists, particularly in the general theory of crime. 




script. Perhaps the generation of a redemption script is a consequence rather than catalyst 
of self-control. Some theorists place self-control at the centre of desistance.  
 
 2.5.3  General theory of crime. 
In outlining their general theory of crime, Gottfredson & Hirschi ambitiously stated that 
it could explain “all crime, at all times” (1990, p.117). The central construct of the theory 
is that an individual with low self-control will be more likely to engage in criminal 
behaviour. Under their conceptualisation, self-control is an umbrella term covering a 
range of underlying mechanisms including sensation seeking and limited foresight 
(Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). The theorists cite deficits in parenting care, practice and 
punishment as the cause for this low self-control; “The major cause of low self-control 
thus appears to be ineffective child-rearing” (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990, p.97). Though 
it shares similar theoretical roots to social bonding theory, subsequent developments of 
each theory have distinguished the two. Critics of the theory point out that the assumption 
of the stability of self-control beyond childhood, undermines the individual’s capacity for 
change (Taylor, 2001). The theory has also been criticised for citing ineffective parenting 
as the principal source in the development of poor self-control (Lilly et al., 2010). Finally, 
Gottfredson and Hirschi ascribed the increasing desistance occurring between 
adolescence and adulthood to “inexorable aging of the organism” (1990, p.141), an 
unsatisfactory explanation in some researchers eyes (Monahan, Steinberg, Cauffman, & 
Mulvey, 2009). Notwithstanding these criticisms, a meta-analysis of theory of crime 
related studies, found that low self-control was an important predictor of crime. However, 
it noted that this effect was weaker in longitudinal studies (Pratt & Cullen, 2000). By 
underscoring the importance of self-control, Gottfredson and Hirschi drew the focus away 
from external forces and constructed internal narratives, to psychological traits.  
Broadening the focus from self-control, Steinberg and Cauffman focused on the 
maturation of judgement, particularly emphasising the period between early and late 
adolescence (1996). Through summarising research and theory, they concluded that three 
psychosocial aspects of maturity play crucial roles in desistance; responsibility (taking 




(impulse control and suppression of aggression) and perspective (future orientation and 
the ability to view one’s actions from other perspectives) (Steinberg & Cauffman, 1996). 
In the years following the theories proposal, empirical evidence was gathered which 
demonstrated a correlation between increases in resistance to peer influence (Steinberg & 
Monahan, 2007), responsibility (Steinberg, Cauffman, & Monahan, 2015), impulsivity 
and sensation seeking (Steinberg et al., 2008), and future orientation and delay 
discounting (Steinberg et al., 2009) with desistance. Much of this data was generated from 
the ambitious US government funded prospective study, Research on Pathways to 
Desistance, which tracked 1,354 serious juvenile offenders in Philadelphia and Phoenix, 
Arizonia, between 2000 and 2010. Monahan and colleagues (2009) used this sample to 
investigate how psychosocial maturity related to different desistance trajectories. 
Individuals who persisted in antisocial behaviour evidenced deficits in impulse control, 
suppression of aggression and future orientation (Monahan et al., 2009). This study used 
no intervention, and so causation cannot be ascribed. A disadvantage of large-scale 
quantitative longitudinal studies, is the loss of the voice of the individual. Desistance 
earlier in life has been linked to greater psychosocial maturity, which is thought to 
continually develop into the mid-twenties (Monahan, Steinberg, Cauffman, & Mulvey, 
2013). What remains is the question of how adolescents may be assisted in developing a 
more mature psychosocial perspective.  
Based on the Gluecks’ research, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) postulate that 
birds of a feather flock together. According to the general theory of crime, this implies 
that deviant peers should be relatively homogenous with respect to their self-control. 
Boman and colleagues (Boman, 2017) recently tested this hypothesis using a sample (n= 
2,154) of American college students. Results indicated that friends were dissimilar 
regarding self-control. The results replicated similar findings on social networks (Haynie, 
2002; Young, 2011). These results do not support Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) claim. 
Nevertheless, there is broad evidence for a correlation between self-control and 
desistance. Pooled data from Austria, Belgium and Slovenia (n=4,972) gave general 
support for the protective influence of self-control. Authors concluded that greater self-
control may bolster desistance through protecting individuals from the criminogenic 




even be the case that desistance behaviour can be better predicted by an individual’s 
beliefs regarding cognitive traits, rather than the actual presence of those traits. Bandura 
(1997) proposed that individuals’ behaviour can be better predicted by their self-efficacy 
beliefs than their actual capabilities.  
 At first glance, the general theory of crime is at odds with Hirschi’s earlier work 
on social bonds (Akers & Sellers, 2008), and Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded 
theory of informal social control (Doherty, 2006). However, some argue that Gottfredson 
and Hirschi did not entirely remove social control from their general theory of crime 
(Paternoster & Bachman, 2010). By linking the development of self-control to attachment 
to a care-giver, Gottfredson draws a link between social and self-control (2005). 
Attachment to family is one of the key ingredients to Hirschi’s conceptualisation of social 
bonds. The formation of social-bond and self-control both require a tie of affection 
between care-giver and child; a child learns about the appropriateness of their behaviour 
through consistent feedback (Paternoster & Bachman, 2010). Indeed, a large scale cross-
cultural study indicates that adolescents with greater attachment to their parents have 
higher self-control (Li, Delvecchio, Lis, Nie, & Di Riso, 2015). Self-control has also been 
tentatively linked to identity theory. In their review of the literature, Silver and Ulmer 
(2012), postulate that having desired and feared possible selves is important motivation 
for exercising self-control.  
 It seems unlikely that attachment, social control, and narrative identity are the only 
desistance forces at play in individuals’ lives. If a parent tolerates or approves of criminal 
activity, a secure attachment with a child will not have a desisting effect, and there will 
be no discord between a criminal identity and family values. It is apparent from social 
control research that ties to individuals who approve of criminal activity, have a 
recidivating influence. However, there is some evidence of an interplay between self-
control and antisocial ties. Wright and colleagues (2001) reported that pro-social ties such 
as education, employment, and family ties, deter crime, whereas antisocial ties, such as 
delinquent peers, promote crime, particularly for those with low self-control. However, 
this result was not replicated by Doherty and colleagues (2006), who found that self-




predicted by Wright and colleagues (2001). However, social integration was measured by 
Doherty and colleagues based on just three events; marriage, military service, and 
employment; a very narrow and culturally homogenous definition of social integration. A 
far broader interpretation of social ties was used by Wright and colleagues (2001), who 
used various measures of each prosocial tie; educational achievement, employment, family 
ties, and partnerships, as well as antisocial ties; delinquent peers, measured using three 
variables. Definitional variation such as the above example, serve to emphasise the 
challenges of research within the desistance field. 
 Timing is key to unravelling the causality of desistance. Does the “inexorable 
aging of the organism” lead to greater self-control, thus unlocking social opportunities 
and the creation of a new identity? Or does the formation of a prosocial identity lead an 
individual to actively engage social opportunities (Paternoster and Bushway 2009)? Or 
might it be the case that internal and external changes occur in a complex protracted waltz 
(Bottoms, Shapland, Costello, Holmes, & Muir, 2004; Kazemian, Farrington, & Le Blanc, 
2009)? Establishing how particular individuals can best be supported to desist necessitates 
further investigation of this ‘chicken or egg’ conundrum (LeBel et al., 2008). Longitudinal 
research, generating rich identity narratives whilst investigating social bond variables, 
would be of clear value.  
  
2.6 Other players; Drugs, alcohol, imprisonment, and Restorative Justice 
 2.6.1 Alcohol and drug use. 
Although not a theory of desistance, there is a considerable body of evidence documenting 
the correlation between drug and alcohol misuse and crime. Lifetime prevalence of drug 
use among adults aged 15-64 years, has increased steadily in Ireland, from 18.5% in 
2002/03 to 30.7% in 2014/15. Cannibas was the most common drug of choice, with a 
27.9% lifetime prevalence by 2014/15 (NACDA, 2016). The correlation between problem 
drug use and socioeconomic disadvantage in Ireland, has led to the establishment of local 
drugs task forces in areas experiencing social and economic disadvantage (Pike, 2016). 




committed, higher exposure to traumatic events and PTSD symptom severity, in a group 
of young men who had previously been imprisoned in South Africa (Sommer et al., 2017). 
It may be viewed as an independent factor increasing the likelihood of reoffending or as 
a factor which suppresses the maturation process associated with desistance. Substance 
abuse has also been shown to maintain offending behaviour in juvenile offenders (Young, 
Dembo, & Henderson, 2007). 
 Risk factors associated with alcohol related violence in Ireland include regular 
binge drinking, being male and being younger in age (Hope & Mongan, 2011). Drinking 
to intoxication among perpetrators and victims, was a feature in a high proportion of rapes 
in Ireland (Hanley, 2009). There are also strong links between alcohol consumption and 
domestic abuse cases in Ireland (Watson, 2006). Alcohol exacerbates the risk of criminal 
behaviour; and so, binge drinking is a particular concern among young people, who are 
already at higher risk of such behaviour.  
 Many studies document the impact of both drug and alcohol misuse on crime. A 
prospective study of serious adolescent offenders reported that age-typical growth in 
psychosocial maturity may be suppressed by elevated alcohol and marijuana use (Chassin 
et al., 2010). The presence of drug or alcohol use disorder and the level of use were 
independently strongly related to self-reported offending and number of arrests in a large 
sample (n=1,300) of juvenile offenders (Mulvey, 2010). Whatever perspective is used to 
conceptualise drug and alcohol misuse, there is little doubt that it is associated with crime 
in Ireland. In their review of children engaged in the juvenile justice system, the National 
Centre for Addiction and Substance Abuse reported that drug and alcohol use was 
implicated in 81% of assault cases, vandalism and disorderly conduct (2004). A link 
between alcohol and drug misuse and offending behaviour in Ireland was reported for the 
majority of offenders in 2011 (The Probation Service, 2012). Significant reductions in 
offending behaviour in male serious juvenile offenders was evidenced only in drug 
treatments which included family involvement (Chassin, Knight, Vargas-Chanes, Losoya, 






 2.6.2 Imprisonment. 
As civilised society’s most extreme reaction to criminal behaviour, it is worth reflecting 
on the impact of imprisonment on desistance. In their review of the topic, Cullen and 
colleagues (2011) conclude that there is little evidence that prison reduces recidivism and 
some evidence that it has a criminogenic effect. A review of 23 studies comparing 
custodial versus non-custodial sanctions, was not supportive of the desisting efficacy of 
custodial sentences. Custodial sanctions were associated with reduced recidivism in 2 
comparisons, increased recidivism in 11 comparisons, and no difference for 14 
comparisons (Villettaz, Killias, & Zoder, 2006). Results of regression analyses of felony 
offenders in Florida, concluded that prison has a greater criminogenic effect among males 
than females (Mitchell, Cochran, Mears, & Bales, 2017). The incarceration of adolescent 
males reportedly has a negative impact on temperance, responsibility and psychosocial 
maturity (Dmitrieva, Monahan, Cauffman, & Steinberg, 2012). Older youths were more 
susceptible to more short-term negative effects of incarceration, whilst those who 
perceived the incarceration setting to be unsafe, evinced a greater decline in temperance 
(Dmitrieva et al., 2012). It appears that the experience of imprisonment at best, does not 
impact desistance, and at worst increases recidivism. However, there is tentative evidence 
that the threat of imprisonment may have desisting impact. Thematic analysis of 
interviews with 77 sex offenders indicated that the threat of prison and probation/parole, 
serve as deterrents for some (Cooley, Moore, & Sample, 2017).  
  
 2.6.3 Restorative Justice. 
There have been calls in Ireland for a move away from punitive models of criminal justice, 
toward more non-punitive models, such as Restorative Justice (Department of Justice and 
Equality, 2014, p.39). Restorative Justice practitioners ask offenders to recognize their 
harm, demonstrate remorse, make reparations and accept sanctions if appropriate, with a 
view to repairing the rupture of crime, and healing victims (Ward, Fox, & Garber, 2014). 
Most Restorative Justice programmes do not set desistance as a goal, although there are 
exceptions to this, such as a programme run in Northern Ireland (Lauwaert & Aertsen, 




from a crime, though participation of parties involved (Polizzi, 2011). However, 
Restorative Justice may nevertheless have a desisting influence. A meta-analysis of 32 
studies examining the impact of Restorative Justice on recidivism, reported that the 
majority (72%) reported a reduction in recidivism when compared to non-restorative 
approaches (Latimer, Dowden, & Muise, 2005). It has been argued that Restorative 
Justice and desistance occur in an overlapping context of social meaning and are mutually 
influential (Polizzi, 2011). 
 
2.7 Summary 
Irrespective of the theoretical perspective adopted, it seems logical that desistance from 
criminal activity should be viewed as a process rather than an event (Laub & Sampson, 
2001). Individual trajectories of criminality vary widely, from early desistance to lifetime 
criminality, underscoring the importance of taking a life-course perspective of desistance. 
Individuals’ bond to law-abiding society appears to exert a desisting social control, 
although this bond relies on the availability of prosocial opportunities. Narrative identity, 
the stories people tell about their lives, and the possible selves they may become, both 
desired and aversive, may be points of reference guiding individuals along the road to 
desistance. Whether identity changes are a catalyst or consequence of other desisting 
influences is not clear. Psychosocial maturation, shown to correlate with both desistance 
and aging, is a particularly useful concept due to its quantifiability. The confluence of 
social control, narrative identity, and psychosocial maturation, may provide a frame for 
understanding desisting changes in an individual’s external and internal world. Therefore, 
a longitudinal study, gathering data pertaining to multiple theories, may be best suited to 
understand the process of desistance.  
 
2.8 Gap in the literature 
Despite the insights afforded by individual theories of desistance, there is a dearth of 
theoretical unification. Research has heretofore not focused on the interplay of internal 




control. Studying the whole may afford insights not possible from the sum of the parts. 
Using a prospective longitudinal design allows for changes to be traced over time; 
unlocking insights which lie at the confluence of desistance theories. 
 
2.9 Research aims 
Through a multi-theoretical perspective, the present study primarily aims to investigate 
changes in factors correlated with desistance from crime, by qualitatively exploring 
identity and social control, before and after participants’ first year in Ceim ar Cheim. A 













Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
3.1 Chapter overview 
The chapter firstly outlines the research strategy and epistemological stance. The study 
was primarily qualitative, but included opportunistic quantitative sampling. It consisted 
of a prospective longitudinal study. This comprised two rounds of semi-structured 
interviews and a battery of measures used with new participants, at the commencement 
and completion of their first year in Ceim ar Cheim.  
 
3.2 Research strategy 
The epistemological standpoint of this research is postpositivist. Postpositivist research 
advocates methodological pluralism and the selection of research strategies based on the 
questions being addressed (Wildemuth, 1993). Postpositivist approaches acknowledge the 
shared role of participant and researcher in producing outcomes and allows for cultural 
and value relativity (Tashakkori, 2012). The analysis of data was challenging as a result 
of being longitudinal and incorporating existent theory. The methodological strengths 
afforded by these strategies are outlined below.  
 
3.2.1 Longitudinal. 
Longitudinal qualitative research allows change to be a key focus of analysis (Thomson, 
Plumridge, & Holland, 2003). Unlike a purely quantitative approach, longitudinal 
qualitative research creates rich accounts of individual trajectories and critical moments 
of change (Calman, Brunton, & Molassiotis, 2013). Prospective longitudinal studies are 
considered to be the most “truly longitudinal”, and therefore preferable for analysing 






 3.2.2 Incorporation of existent theory. 
Many existent approaches to qualitative analysis are inductive. For example, 
interpretative phenomenological analysis explicitly counsels against researcher bias 
arising from existent literature, while classical grounded theorists recommend a 
researcher "literally to ignore the literature on theory and fact on the area of study in order 
to assure that the emergence of categories will not be contaminated" (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967, p.37). By discarding the baggage of pre-existing theory, these approaches may 
expose more fertile research ground for new theory, and avoid the pitfalls of reductionism. 
However, Jaccard and Jacoby (2010) argue that no theory construction takes place on a 
tabula rasa. In an age when researchers are drowning in data, there is greater challenge 
in coming to grips with existing theories, and examining links between them. "Theory 
building occurs in an ongoing dialogue between pre-existing theory and new insights 
generated as a consequence of empirical observation" (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005, 
p.266). By critically reviewing existing literature, the present study was designed to utilise 
research tools and explore issues in a meaningful, evidence-based manner. In their 
discussion of theory in longitudinal qualitative research, Holland and colleagues (2007), 
emphasise the balance between deductive and inductive approaches; between theoretical 
purposefulness and openness. As desistance cannot be removed from its societal and 
historical frame, existent theory is balanced with a respect for the complex reality and 
voice of the participant.  
 
3.3 Template analysis 
Template analysis was selected as the analytical framework. The template is a frame of 
reference for expectant themes, allowing researchers to define a priori codes expected to 
be relevant to a study’s aims. (Waring & Wainwright, 2008). It thus represents a deductive 
approach to thematic development. It does not prevent the inductive emergence of further 
themes from the data. It is a flexible form of analysis and is not wedded to a particular 
epistemological viewpoint (King, 1998). The analytic process is further outlined in 




3.5 Longitudinal study  
3.5.1 Participants.  
Eligible participants were male or female, aged 15 – 25 years, currently attending and 
recently (<one month) joined Ceim ar Cheim, or currently attended and had previously 
joined but had not engaged adequately with Ceim Cheim. Participants, who had not 
previously engaged adequately with Ceim ar Cheim, were included on the 
recommendation of staff, who felt that due to changing life circumstances, these 
participants were now likely to engage with Ceim ar Cheim. There were no specific 
exclusion criteria.  
 
 3.5.2 Consent, assent and ethical considerations. 
Given the vulnerable nature of the population recruited, it was essential that study 
participation did not put participants under undue pressure or at risk. For participants 
under the age of 18 years, it was essential that participants’ guardians consent was fully 
informed, and the participants themselves gave fully informed assent. To ensure that 
participants and their families were fully informed, information letters (Appendix B) and 
participants’ consent (Appendix C), assent (Appendix D), and parental consent (Appendix 
E) forms were written in plain English. As this research involved a vulnerable group who 
may have felt pressure to participate, capacity to consent was determined using the HSE’s 
ethics committee principles in conjunction with staff members’ knowledge of participants 
of the programme. It was emphasised in writing and verbally during recruitment and in 
advance of interviewing, that participation was voluntary, that any information generated 
would be treated confidentially, and there would be no adverse consequences from 








3.5.3 Qualitative component. 
3.5.3.1 Instruments. 
A semi-structured interview schedule was used at baseline and follow-up (Appendices F 
and G). Interviews explored participants’ preconceptions of the service, narrative identity, 
possible selves, social bonds, and anti-social behaviour. Semi-structured interviews were 
chosen to give the interviewer the flexibility to explore relevant emergent themes.  
An edited version of the Key scenes in the Life Story section of the Life Story 
Interview (McAdams, 2008), was used to explore participants’ narrative identities. This 
was abbreviated due to the length of the interview outlined by McAdams (2008), and the 
large quantity of other questions being covered in the interview. Further changes were 
made to this question following consultation with Ceim ar Cheim staff. For example, it 
was felt that referring to narrative stories in computer games was more likely to resonate 
with participants than stories from books. Possible selves were explored using instructions 
adapted from Dunkel and Anthis (2001, p.769). The assessment of possible selves differed 
from that used by Dunkel and Anthis (2001), in that participants were not instructed to 
explore hoped-for and feared Possible selves. Instead, following an explanation of 
possible selves, participants were asked to “Tell me about possible selves that you have 
in mind?”, as it was hoped that this open question might lead to the generation of a greater 
spectrum of possible selves. Social bonds have previously been measured with juvenile 
populations using quantitative scales (Chan & Chui, 2012; Ozbay & Ozcan, 2006), 
although each study used different scales and each criticised various limitations of the 
scales used. This study assesses six aspects of social bonds through semi-structured 
interview questions; peer relationships, educational engagement, engagement in 
conventional activities, romantic relationships, having children, and attitudes toward 
police. Attachment to families was also indirectly explored through narrative identity 
questions. Maruna (1999), advises that most life narratives are assessed through semi-







Audio recordings of interviews were transcribed by the researcher to Word documents. 
This facilitated immersion in the interview material. Word documents were then loaded 
into NVivo 11, a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS). 
NVivo does not analyse transcripts, it is rather a data-management aid to the analytical 
process (Zamawe, 2015). Qualitative results are presented in both graphical and narrative 
form. Graphs display the number of coding references which occurred at baseline and 
follow-up for each theme or subtheme.  
 
 3.5.4 Quantitative component. 
The following quantitative measures were used;  
The responsibility sub-scale from the Psychosocial Maturity Inventory (PMI-R, 
Appendix H); 30-items, 12-minute completion time (Greenberger, Josselson, Knerr, & 
Knerr, 1975). This taps into three separate domains, each comprising ten items; self-
reliance “Someone often has to tell me what to do”, Identity, “I change the way I feel and 
act so often that I sometimes wonder who the "real" me is”, and work orientation, "I hate 
to admit it, but I give up on my work when things go wrong". Responses are given on a 
4-point scale Likert like scale, ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree” 
(Greenberger et al., 1975). Cronbach’s alpha scores of .89 (Pathways To Desistance, 
2016) and .87 (Cauffman & Steinberg, 2000) have been reported for the scale. Item 14 is 
reverse scored. Higher scores reflect greater psychosocial maturity. 
The Resistance to Peer Influence Scale (RPI), Appendix I); 10-item, 4-minute 
completion time (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). The scale assesses the degree to which 
individual’s act autonomously in interactions with their peer group. Participants are 
presented with two different descriptors; "Some people go along with friends just to keep 
their friends happy" BUT "Other people refuse to go along with what their friends want 
to do, even though they know it will make their friends unhappy". Participants choose one 
descriptor, indicating whether it is "Really True for Me" or “Sort of True for Me”. The 




groups of young offenders (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). Higher scores indicate greater 
resistance to peer influence.  
General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE, Appendix J); 10-items, 4-minute completion 
time (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995). The authors outline that; “perceived self-efficacy 
facilitates goal-setting, effort investment, persistence in the face of barriers and recovery 
from setbacks” (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 2016), “I can always manage to solve difficult 
problems if I try hard enough”. Responses are given on a 4-point scale Likert like scale, 
ranging from “Not at all true” to “Exactly true”. The scale has been shown to be highly 
reliable (alpha from 0.75 to 0.91) across various national samples (Scholz, Doña, Sud, & 
Schwarzer, 2002). Higher scores reflect greater self-efficacy.  
The Future Orientation Inventory (FOI, Appendix K); 15-items, 6 minute 
completion time (Cauffman & Woolard, 1999). The FOI comprises items from the Life 
Orientation Task (Scheier & Carver, 1985), the Zimbardo Time Perspective Scale 
(Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999); and the Consideration of Future Consequences Scale 
(Strathman, Gleicher, Boninger, & Edwards, 1994). The combination of these scales 
allows for the measurement of three aspects of future orientation; time perspective, 
behavioural components, and cognitive components, “I will keep working at difficult, 
boring tasks if I know they will help me get ahead later”. Responses are given on a 4-
point scale Likert like scale, ranging from “Never true” to “Always true”. The Pathways 
to Desistance study reported the FOI to have good internal consistency at various follow-
up times, ranging from alpha = .73 at 6 months to alpha = .69 at 24 months (PTD, 2016) 
. A total score is generated from the mean of eight items, seven filter items are included 
in the scale. Higher scores indicate a greater degree of future consideration and planning. 
Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test-C (AUDIT-C, Appendix L); 3-items, 
2-minute completion time (Bohn, Babor, & Kranzler, 1995). The AUDIT-C is a brief 
alcohol screen, designed to identify hazardous drinkers or those with active alcohol use 
disorders. Each item has five possible answers (range 0-4), “How often do you have six 
or more drinks on one occasion?”, with responses ranging from “Never” to “Daily or 
almost daily”. A total score is generated from the sum of the three items. A total above 4 




alcohol use disorders. The overall performance of the AUDIT-C has been reported as 
excellent, though significant differences have been reported in its sensitivity between 
different ethnic groups, with the highest (95%) sensitivity among white American males 
(Frank et al., 2008). Excellent internal consistency has been reported alpha = .84 (Gomez, 
Conde, Santana, & Jorrin, 2005),. Higher scores indicate a greater risk of hazardous 
drinking. 
Drug Abuse Screening Test (DAST-20, Appendix M); 20-items, 5-minute 
completion time (Skinner, 1982). The DAST-20 is a brief method for identifying 
individuals who are abusing psychoactive drugs. A binary “Yes” or “No” response is 
required to each item; “Are you always able to stop using drugs when you want to?”. 
Internal consistency ranging from 74–.95 has been reported (Yudko, Lozhkina, & Fouts, 
2007). Each “Yes” response equates to one point, with two items reverse scored. A score 
above 6 is generally used to indicate drug abuse or dependence problems. Higher scores 
are indicative of problematic substance use.  
The three self-restraint subscales (impulse-control, suppression of anger, and 
consideration of others) from the Weinberger Adjustment Inventory (WAI, Appendix N); 
22 items, 5-minute completion time (Weinberger & Schwartz, 1990). The inventory 
assesses individual's social-emotional adjustment, "People who get me angry better watch 
out". Weinberger recommends that subscales may be used separately to assess the 
construct of interest (1990). Responses are given on a 5-point scale Likert like scale, 
ranging from “False” to “True”. The reliability of the self-restraint factor of the WAI in a 
population of Mexican American youth (n=452) was reported as .89 (González et al., 
2014). Lower scores reflect a greater degree of self-restraint.  
 
3.6 Procedures   
The qualitative components of each interview were completed first, followed by 
quantitative components. All measures were read aloud to participants; this was advised 
by Ceim ar Cheim staff due to the anticipated low literacy levels and short attention spans 




October and December 2016. Participants completed a follow-up interview approximately 
one year later, between October and December 2017. Initial interviews took place in a 
temporary teaching facility in Moyross, used by Ceim ar Cheim while their main building 
was being renovated. The second interviews took place in a private room in the newly 
renovated Ceim ar Cheim building in Moyross. Several second-round interviews took 
place in other locations; these included a prison and a juvenile detention centre. 
Significant efforts were made to secure special permission from prison authorities to audio 




Initial consultation with Ceim ar Cheim December 2015 
Small-scale research project April 2016 
Research design and ethics for main project May-September 2016 
Further consultation with Ceim ar Cheim  May-July 2016 
Recruitment for main project August-November 2016 
Baseline interviews: semi-structured interview 1 
followed by quantitative measures 
October-December 2016 
Follow-up interviews: semi-structured interview 2 
followed by quantitative measures 
October-December 2017 
Data analysis November 2017-February 2018 
 
3.7 Consultation with Ceim ar Cheim 
Lessons learned from the small-scale study were not limited to interview methodology 
and content. The depth of knowledge among CarC staff was also clear. In advance of the 




underpinned them. A meeting was held with CarC staff on 22.07.16. Several changes were 
proposed to the interview schedules, these aimed to better engage CarC service users. For 
example, in relation to questions which focused on participants’ anti-social behaviour, the 
following change was recommended; 
Original question;    - Have you been charged with any crimes? 
Recommended amendment;   - Have you any charges built up? 
The colloquialism “charges built up” was frequently used by participants when they 
would discuss, and in some cases, brag about the crimes they have been charged with. It 
was advised that using the term “Charged with any crimes”, would likely put participants 
in a more defensive mind-frame. Placing questions relating to anti-social behaviour at the 
end of the interview protocol, rather than the start, was also recommended. These 
insightful changes were gratefully received and integrated into the protocol. 
 
3.8 Ethics 
The research project was submitted for ethical approval from the University of Limerick 
Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Board in December 2015. Several 
changes were required by the ethics board. These changes focused on details of the 
quantitative measures to be used and responsibility for identifying information. The ethics 
board also requested a copy of the participation information sheet and recruitment letter 
to be provided to participants’ guardians, as well as further details of the participant 
consent form. Amendments were resubmitted in January 2016 and full ethical approval 
was received in March 2016. Changes to the main research project, arising from 
consultation with CarC staff, were submitted to the University of Limerick Education and 
Health Sciences Research Ethics Board in June 2016. These changes focused on the 
inclusion of narrative identity, possible selves, social-control, and anti-social behaviour 
components to the interview protocol. A second series of changes was submitted in 
August 2016, these focused on the inclusion of the GSE, AUDIT-C, DAST-20, WAI, and 
PMI to the interview protocol. Full ethical approval for all changes was received in 




 The withdrawal from the study of one participant during the baseline interview, 
raised ethical concerns. The reason for their withdrawal was explored. Ceim ar Cheim 
staff outlined that this individual had a particularly poor attendance record at the service 
and they were not surprised that he had withdrawn from the study. They outlined that the 
individual in question was experiencing a high degree of family conflict, adversely 
impacting his attendance. One participant who completed baseline interviews, but did not 
complete follow-up interviews, did so for medical reasons. 
 
3.9 Analysis  
Qualitative and quantitative analysis techniques are outlined in turn.  
 
 3.9.1 Qualitative analysis. 
Guidelines from King (1998) were used to analyse transcripts via template analysis. 
Template analysis consists of six steps (King, 2012);  
1. Familiarisation with data. This was bolstered by transcribing all interviews, 
followed by reading transcripts once, before coding.  
2. Preliminary coding, involved highlighting information relevant to developing 
an understanding of the phenomenon being studied. An absolute frequency of 
coding references was used; this outlines the number of times each coding 
reference appeared in the data, rather than the number of individuals who 
exemplified a code, as per relative coding frequency (Guest, MacQueen, & 
Namey, 2012). In some cases, the same coding reference could exemplify more 
than one theme, and so could be coded more than once. One risk of this 
approach was that a single individual could exemplify one theme on several 
occasions, thus skewing the apparent overall representation of the theme. This 
was overcome by only including themes that were exemplified by three or more 
individuals, irrespective of the number of coding references. Template analysis 




3. Organising of emerging themes into meaningful clusters, this includes 
hierarchical relationships.  
4. Defining an initial coding template based on a subset of the data.  
5. Applying the initial template to remaining transcripts, modifying successive 
templates as necessary to accommodate emerging data. The four main 
modifications to a template are; insertion (new codes which are relevant to the 
research question and have not been covered in existing code), deletion (a code 
which is unnecessary or substantially overlaps with another code) changing 
scope (a code being too narrowly or broadly defined), and changing higher-
order classification (changing of a code from a subcategory to a higher order 
category or vice-versa). Analysis moved from initial descriptive strategies in 
the first round of coding, toward more interpretative strategies in later rounds 
of coding.  
6. Finalizing the template and applying it to the full data set.  
  
 Template analysis has previously been used in longitudinal studies, with data 
analysed as a whole. King suggests capturing the temporal dimension by indexing codes 
by time to examine patterns of thematic change (1998, p.11). King also recommends the 
use of computer software such as NVivo as it facilitates depth and sophistication of 
analysis in large amounts of text (1998). NVivo version 11 was used to document the 
analysis of transcripts. The use of Template analysis of interview transcripts, and NVIVO 
data management, facilitated analysis of thematic change over time in the current study. 
 The initial phases of analysis were followed as per steps 1-3, of the guidelines 
above (King, 2012). Interviews conducted at baseline were used to generate an initial 
template, as per Step 4. Identity and possible selves were included as a priori themes. The 
template was consequently refined and applied to the full data set of interviews from 
baseline and follow-up. Sub-themes which emerged at follow-up were then added to the 
existing template. Sub-themes which emerged in baseline, but not at follow-up, were left 




coding were used to generate an initial template, a further three rounds were necessary to 
refine the completed template.  
 
 3.9.2 Quantitative analysis. 
Differences between scores on the quantitative measures outlined above, were assessed at 
baseline and follow-up. Normality of distribution was assessed using histograms and the 
Shapiro-Wilk Test (see table 2). Scores which were not normally distributed were 
checked. If the assumption of normality of distribution was violated, Wilcoxon Signed-
Rank Test, a non-parametric test, was used. If scores were normally distributed, paired 
samples t-tests were used. 
 
Table 2 




Baseline Follow-up Change  
Psychosocial Maturity Inventory - responsibility .723 .578 .568 
Resistance to Peer Influence scale  .511 .265 .703 
General Self Efficacy Scale .863 .191 .896 
Future Orientation Inventory .003 .657 .982 
Alcohol Use Identification Test-C .031 .639 .448 
Drug Abuse Screening test 20 .011 .021 .025 





 Differences in score changes between individuals who did, and did outline 
engaging in violent acts, was also explored. The normality of distribution of changes in 
scores was assessed using histograms and the Shapiro-Wilk Test. Independent samples t-
tests were used to compare means of normally distributed data. Homogeneity of variance 
was assessed using Lavene’s test for equality of variances for all t-tests. If the assumption 
of homogeneity of variance was violated, SPSS provides an appropriate output figure, 
which was used. If the assumption of normal distribution was violated, a Mann-Whitney 
U, a nonparametric equivalent of independent samples t-test, was used. Effect sizes were 
calculated using Cohen’s (2013) convention. Means and standard deviations are reported 
for normally distributed variables, medians and interquartile ranges (IQR) are reported for 
non-normally distributed variables. 
 
 3.9.3 Reflexivity 
Reflecting on my experiences throughout the research, enabled me to bring my reactions 
and thoughts into conscious awareness. Rather than engaging in a futile attempt to remove 
myself from the data, the study’s postpositivist epistemological perspective necessitated 
being aware of my role in the meaning-making process. Reflecting on my previous 
research experience within the service, was one important aspect of reflexivity. 
 In April 2016 I conducted a small-scale research project, based in Ceim ar Cheim 
(CarC). This consisted of semi-structured interviews (Appendix A) with current CarC 
participants and analysing archival data for 240 participants who graduated between 
January 2006 and January 2015. Results are outlined in Appendix B. This study aided the 
current research in two ways; it helped me build a positive working alliance with CarC 
staff, and it allowed me to reflect on how to tailor my interview skills to better engage this 
population.  
 I developed a positive alliance with staff through time spent in the service, having 
casual interactions over lunch or coffee, as well as formal meetings regarding the nature 
of the service and the challenges it faced. Feeding back the results of the small-scale study 




the research process. Staff were subsequently happy to meet with me to discuss how the 
language and format of interview transcripts could be more service-user friendly. 
 The transcription of audio recordings and analysis of transcripts, led to an 
uncomfortable realisation that the interviews had lacked depth. On reflection, it was 
apparent that I had used very few follow-up questions or active listening techniques. It 
became clear to me that I had very little rapport with participants during interviews. If I 
wished to explore participants lives in any depth, I would need to learn lessons from this 
small-scale study. Wearing more casual clothes, avoiding the use of jargon, allowing the 
participant to decide on the seating plan in the interview room, and engaging in general 
banter with participants before, during and after the interview, were all techniques which 
I subsequently employed in the main research project. I believe that these lessons also put 
me at greater ease, as I felt more competent and grounded during the research process.  
 The use of field notes and short voice-memos to myself after each interview, 
facilitated this. Some of these experiences and reflections are outlined in memo boxes 















Chapter 4: Results 
4.1  Chapter overview 
This chapter outlines qualitative and quantitative results. A total of thirteen participants 
were recruited for the main study; ten male and three female. One participant exited the 
baseline interview early and did not complete a follow-up interview. All participants were 
of White Irish ethnicity. A total of twelve participants completed baseline interviews, 
eleven completed follow-up interviews; nine male and two female. The average age of 
participants at the commencement of data collection for the main project (1st September 
2016) was 18 years, range; 16-21 years. Demographic characteristics for participants who 




Characteristic N % 
Sex   
Male 9 75 
Female 3 25 
Caregiver employment status   
Employed 2 17 
Unemployed 10 83 
Caregiver relationship status   
Single parent 9 75 
     Two parents 3 25 
Referral pathway   
Garda Juvenile Liaison Officer 4 33 
Probation Service 6 50 
Other agency  2 17 





4.2  Qualitative results  
Five thematic clusters emerged from template analysis of the thirteen baseline and eleven 
follow-up interviews; identity, social bonds, family, direct desistence motivators and law 
and safety. Each cluster is described in turn. Changes in each cluster between baseline 
and follow-up are outlined graphically and exemplified through selected quotations.  
 
 4.2.1  Identity cluster. 














Motivated by feared self





4.2.1.1 Theme 1: Narrative identity. 
Narrative identity relates to how participants describe the story of their lives. Subthemes 
include focusing on negative aspects of identity, outlining turning points in life narratives, 
absent narrative identities and efficacious narratives.  
 
Figure 2. Narrative identity over time. The number of coding references for each 
subtheme is displayed for baseline and follow-up.  
 
 Subtheme 1: Negative focus. 
Focusing on negative, challenging, aversive aspects of life was the most prevalent 
subtheme at both time points. Nearly all participants outlined negative aspects of their life 
stories.  
Baseline 
“I grew up around drugs and crime and stuff like that, so I didn’t really see the 
good things” P7 
“It’s mostly all crime my life, violence, that’s what my life is. Well not no more 
like, when I was younger, I was a violent person, getting in trouble with the Gards 
every day, breakin up houses, robbin houses, robbin cars” P9 
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One participant alluded to his identity through rap; 
 “Life is hard you gotta compete 
 But it’s hard for the people livin on the street 
 This is Moyross, a place of crime, 






One participant struggled to identify any positive aspects to life; 
Interviewer: “Can you describe a high point from your story?... 
Nah, I don’t have any... 
Interviewer: Has there been times when you’ve had bad moments? 
Lots and lots and lots. My whole life man” P5 
When asked about life narrative, one participant spoke about suicide; 
“Well to tell you the truth I tried taking my life three times” P3 
 
 Subtheme 2: Turning point. 
Baseline 
Most participants alluded to turning points in their life narratives. For some participants, 
turning points marked a change for the better; 
Memo box 1 
This participant appeared quite uncomfortable in the interview; struggling to sit for more 
than a few minutes. I suggested that we break for a cup of tea. In the canteen area, he began 
doing small raps. He then told me that I could ask questions and he would reply through 




“Like I recently turned eighteen like, and kinda just said to myself, I need to stop 
going out getting arrested like, and doing just teenager stuff, I need to stop doing 
that and be more mature like, come in here and get my leaving cert like” P12 
“And kinda got thrown outta school and woke up and realised like, I gotta stop 
doing them things like” P2 
Other participants outlined points at which their life turned for the worse. These tended to 
relate to periods of loss; 
 “It changed a lot for me, it wasn’t till my mother went that I started fighting with 
 people” P3 
 “I started going downhill when he died, I started taking tablets and all” P11 
Follow-up 
One participant outlined the powerful turning point of being shown a new way of life, by 
Ceim ar Cheim staff; 
“I was going out and getting in trouble; robbing cars and selling them for money 
and shit like that. They [Ceim ar Cheim] showed that I could get money a different 
way, like doing it legit, being a good role model for my young fella, responsible 
like” P1 
 
“I started to cop on when I was about seventeen, when I found out my girlfriend 
was pregnant, and I said; fuck that, it’s time to buckle down, get my head on track” 
P5 
 
 Subtheme 3: Lack of a narrative. 
A minority of participants explicitly remarked on the absence of a life narrative. The 






 “Well I don’t really have a life. I don’t, I stays at home and all, I don’t go out, I 
mind my brothers” P7 
“Not much to tell like” P2 
Follow-up 
Some participants struggled to recount any life story;  
 “There is no story” P6 
“No really big things have happened in my life, like you know what I mean? Just 
getting into trouble, trouble, and other than that, nothing.. nothing” P9 
 
 Subtheme 4: Efficacious identity 
Emergent efficacious narratives were only evident in follow-up interviews. This subtheme 
included elements of pride in self-control, pride in education, and participants’ ability to 
affect positive transformation in their lives; 
“I never thought I’d see the day that I’d have a license like… from once going out 
and stealing twelve cars in one night, to getting a license, and doing everything 
legit, like that’s a big jump” P1 
Newfound self-control was an element of participants’ emergent efficacious narratives;  
“Like before, if someone was slagging me or said; “fuck you” or something, I’d 
lash out like, I’d start fighting straight away. I’m not like that no more like, fuck 
that, and that is very hard” P5 
“I was taking tablets, I don’t take them anymore, so that’s a bit thing for me, to 
say that I came off them myself... I was smoking weed, I don’t smoke that 




Achieving an educational goal was a source of pride for participants. This appeared to be 
intrinsically motivating; not based on future opportunities arising from educational 
achievements; 
“Did my junior cert, I’d be happy enough with that even if I never got a job. I can 
say at least I achieved something” P7 
“I’ve half the leaving cert done already, and I’ve got points back already, 
Interviewer: ya, and what does the leaving cert mean for you? 
Just that I’m capable of doing something I put my mind to it like” P1 
 
 4.2.1.2 Theme 2: Possible selves. 
Possible selves emerged from commonalities in how participants described possible 
future versions of themselves. Subthemes consisted of uncertainty regarding possible 
selves, positive possible selves, negative outcomes, and being motivated by a possible 
feared self. 
 
Figure 3. Possible selves over time. The number of coding references for each subtheme 
is displayed for baseline and follow-up.  
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 Subtheme 1: Uncertainty. 
Most participants expressed uncertainty regarding their future possible selves. 
Baseline 
This participant’s lack of forward planning arose from past failures in this domain; 
“I don’t want to look forwards, cause every time I make a plan it goes” [makes 
fart noise, points thumb down] P5 
The uncertainty posed by impending charges made it difficult for a minority of 
participants to plan their futures; 
“I dunno, could go to jail though, I don’t know, I was back down to court – I’m up 
in court Tuesday, that’s gonna be put back for fuckin DPP’s yolk” P9 
Follow-up 
One participant’s apparent uncertainty, may have arisen from to an unwillingness to 
discuss the topic with the interviewer: 
Interviewer: “Could you describe some of the ways you see your life as turning 
out in the long run?” 
I dunno, whatever fuckin way it turns out” P6 
 
 Subtheme 2: Positive outcomes. 
This subtheme reflects references to desirable and aspirational possible selves. Criminal 
behaviour was not a feature of any positive possible self.  
Baseline 
Some participants had a specific plan in mind and knew the steps necessary to reach their 
goals; 
“When I finish here, to get this apprenticeship, it’s a four-year thing, and I know 
for a fact that they keep you on afterwards. Ah, get that, have my own place, have 








Other participant’s positive future selves were vaguer; 
 “Dunno, probably become a jocky or somethin” P10 
“Well, I’ll do my leaving cert here, and when I’m finished here I’ll look for a job 
or something” P7 
Follow-up 
“I want to become one of them hard working fathers who comes home every day 
and just like, your girlfriend makes you a cuppa tea, and your child comes running 
in and hugging you. That’s what I want” P5 
 
Some participants recounted definite steps needed to achieve a positive possible self; 
“Hopefully finish here in two years’ time, and hopefully move to Australia, when 
I’m twenty-one, move over to my cousins, work make money, get a citizenship over 
there, and be able to go over and back, and when I get into my thirties then, come 
back here, buy a house and settle down” P2 
 
 Subtheme 3: Negative outcomes. 
A minority of participants outlined negative possible selves. This theme was only present 
at baseline. Participants did not associate any motivational quality to these negative 
outcomes. This participant outlined the possibility that he would kill another inmate if he 
was sent to prison; 
“Thugs killin’ off Limerick, but it’s like this man, if I go into a jail like that like, 
I’ll end up with a life sentence or somethin, genuinely murder one of ‘em [inmate] 
like, genuinely, it’s not shit-talk, genuinely will one hundred percent murder one 
of ‘em like” P9 
Memo box 2 
Half-way through this interview, a staff member entered the room and told us not to leave. 
It transpired that one student had threatened another with a knife. The Gardaí were being 
called. My interviewee laughed about the incident, but was happy to continue with the 
interview. The interviewees relaxed reaction to this, seemingly commonplace violent 




Another outlined a grim possibility of a future of prescription drug misuse; 
“Could be like half the people around here, off their face on Xanax, you know what 
I mean?” P8 
 Subtheme 4: Motivated by feared self. 
This subtheme consisted of participants outlining a feared self, which they were motivated 
to avoid. Being motivated by a feared self was mainly evidenced in follow-up interviews, 
one participant evidenced it at baseline.  
Baseline 
 “I was thinking, it kind of hit me up there, this’ll be the rest of my life now, in and 
out of jail for the rest of my life, I thought no; things are gonna have to change” 
P1 
Follow-up 
Feared possible selves tended to be the result of a domino-effect of negative events which 
sent participants into a downward tailspin; 
“You don’t care about no-one around you, all you want to do is stupid things like, 
going robbing and taking tablets like, you gain nothing from that like, you only 
lose things… That won’t be happening again no more like” P11 
“I’m shitting it in case I ever snap, and hurt her, and start fighting with people, 
get locked up, on drugs, get out, wreck the place, and back in and out, in and out. 
I don’t want all that to happen” P5 
  
 4.2.2  Social bonds cluster. 
The social bonds cluster relates to bonds with friends, partners and society. A deepening 
bond with Ceim ar Cheim was evident between baseline and follow-up. The impact of 






Weak connection to society CarC as a social group
Challenges of  regular education Negative influence of friends
Romantic relationships















Figure 5. Social bonds over time. The number of coding references for each theme is 
displayed for baseline and follow-up. The theme of family is displayed in a separate 
figure.  
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 4.2.2.1 Theme 1: Weak connection to society. 
A lack of opportunity was evident in participants’ weak connection to society, whilst 
instability seemed to exacerbate it. A sense of isolation was present in this theme.  
Baseline 
One participant connected the lack of alternative activities, with turning to crime; 
“There’s nothing, where I live, nothing to do for us, you know what I mean?... So 
we turn to joy riding and fucking robbing” P11 
This lack of alternative activities was mirrored in most interviews; 
 “Ya, go drinkin the weekends, there’s not much you can do like” P8 
For some, this weak connection with society seemed to arise from constant school 
breakdowns, or repeated incarcerations; 
“I got thrown out of there. And then I went to a place called St John’s, am for, I 
stayed there for about a year and a half as well, did no leavin- or my junior cert, 
and then they told me not to come back no more, and then I went to the youth 
centre inside town and I got thrown outta there after a couple of weeks as well, so 
this is my last option now”. P13 
Follow-up 
One participant outlined how the lack of youth engagement, led to groups of young people 
spending time together. These were regarded as gangs, and viewed as a threat;  
“There’s not much around here for youth really, well there wasn’t when I was 
young anyway, they just say you couldn’t stay in a gang, cause you’d intimidate 
people and they arrest me cause I’m still in the gang, then they say; oh you’re 
intimidating everyone, and everyone’s afraid to walk past ye like, and yet we’re 
just out talking, and having one or two drinks like” P2 




“Where we’re from like, it’s kind of hard, like, you know what I mean? like they 
have a community centre there, that they don’t even let us use it like, you know 
what I mean?” P11 
A sense of isolation emerges from the lack of connection; 
“There’s no one really out there like that actually, you know like, do you know 
people in here that are trying to make me do good? 
Interviewer: ya 
There’s no one really out there telling me that, there was no one out there that 
was really, like do you know, like most of my family is locked up in jail like, you 
know what I mean, I didn’t really have people out there to put me on the good 
side, you know? Even though my mother she tries her best, you know what I mean? 
I was just going mad” P9 
 
 4.2.2.2 Theme 2: Challenges of a regular education. 
Frustration with mainstream education was evident. Large class sizes and disinterested 
teachers appeared to impede learning. Some participants admitted that their own 
behaviour in school had resulted in problems.  
Baseline 
The transition to secondary school was evidently challenging for some; 
“Primary school I liked, but when I started going to secondary school it was a big 
difference, whatever, you know, I couldn’t get used to it, I couldn’t you know, take 
to it.” P7 
Several participants expressed a positive contrast between CarC and secondary school; 
“In real schools the teachers won’t be able to talk much about stuff like you know 
what I mean? they’d only be teaching, but in here, the staff, you can get on with 
them…. Ceim ar Cheim, I think that they should, that all schools should work like 




“Teachers just do what they have to do, and go home, whereas here they’ll help 
you, and if you’re stuck they’ll make sure that you understand, so you’re not goin 
home clueless like” P2 
Follow-up 
The experience of CarC gave one participant a new perspective on education; the format 
and pace of teaching in secondary school had simply been too fast; 
“Too many big groups as well, like in a class of thirty or thirty-five people… It’s 
just all board work like d’ya get me? Like write this down, and you have to listen, 
there’s no coming down and helping ya, and explaining like, everything was way 
too fast like” P2 
The smaller class sizes were an aid to another participant; 
“Ya, it’s easier being taught down here than it is in primary school, cause down 
here they’re teaching maximum in the class, five or six, up in a secondary, there’s 
thirty… they’d just explode you know, if they think that you’re messing.” P3 
 
 4.2.2.3 Theme 3: Ceim ar Cheim as a social group. 
CarC was seen as a social group by participants. This theme was more evidenced at 
baseline, by follow-up, participants expressed a deeper bond and connection with CarC.  
Baseline 
A comradery between staff and students was evident; 
“Like we all get along over there, we’re all close together, you know what I 
mean?” P11 
“It’s not like school like, you just come in and do your work, so you can go into 
class and have an old chat, and get the work done” P2 
It was apparent that the positive engagement by staff was not restricted to the building, as 




“He’s [CarC teacher] not one of these fellas that is like, in here he’d talk to ya, 
and outside he’d wander off” P4 
Follow-up 
The social nature of CarC was contrasted to school; 
“It’s great man, I’ve more friends and all down here too. When I was in secondary 
school I talked to no one over there” P12 
 
 4.2.2.4 Theme 4: Recognizing the negative influence of friends. 
Participants were aware that certain friends were more likely to sway them toward 
antisocial behaviour. 
Baseline 
For many, ceasing contact with certain friends was the best way to avoid trouble; 
“I stopped mixing with all the people I used to hang around with, ‘cause I was 
gettin into trouble with all of them” P13 
One participant recognised the shift in attitudes from childhood to adolescence; 
“When I was younger, the boys showed me love, 
Now that I’m older, they think they’re thugs, 
I remember where they all came from 
We all go to the same graveyard son” P10 
 
Follow-up 




“I swore I’d never go into the house where I got it, they talked me into it, I swore 
I’d never got back into the house and I swore to myself that I’d never try weed 
again” P3 
 The near inevitability of being drawn into delinquent peer groups was expressed by one 
participant; 
“The wrong people, started hanging around with them, I realised, I done stupid 
things, one thing led to another.. 
Interviewer: and who were they? 
Just people around my area, you know what I mean? I dunno, they say people 
make their own choices, but when you’re from neighbourhoods where we’re from, 
there’s not many things to do.. You do like.. Nine out of ten young fellas fall into 
a bad situation growing up where I am” P11 
 
 4.2.2.5 Theme 5: Romantic relationships. 
All participants who spoke about romantic relationships described their partner’s desisting 
influence; 
Baseline 
For some, desistance was necessary to avoid getting in trouble with a partner; 
“Wouldn’t do the stupid things that I used to, cause I’d have to listen to her” P2 
Others were simply striving for a better future for their partners; 






One participant outlined his girlfriend’s subtle approach, which did not directly condone 
him, but brought his attention to the potential wider consequences of his actions; 
“Interviewer: ya, and what’s that been like, what’s it like having her in your life? 
Good really, you know, kind of helped me stay out of trouble, and if she kind of 
thought I was going wrong she’d tell me ya know? 
Interviewer: okay 
Not in a bad way, she’s not saying oh you can’t do this, she’s saying; think before 
you do it and all” P2 
One participant reacted violently when his partner attempted to prevent him from 
committing crime; 
“Ya, she tried to stop me, they arrested her too boy, nothing got to do with her, 
charge me like… I flung her up against the car” P9 
 
 4.2.2.6 Theme 6: Developing a deep bond with Ceim ar Cheim. 
This reflected a more secure and meaningful attachment to CarC. This theme was only 
evidenced at follow-up.  
“It’s like they kinda understand you in here like. If you’re going through it, they’ll 
go through it with you like. They’ll stand beside you like” P1 
“The support they give you out there is unbelievable, they give you everything and 
anything you need, help with CV’s, interviews for jobs, they’ll be there for you in 
more ways than one, there not just letting people do what they want, you know 
what I mean? They’re trying to help us, people going to jail they’re trying to help. 
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Causing pain to family
Bereavement and loss Parenthood
The bond with Ceim ar Cheim was not severed due to imprisonment. When asked about 
separation from family in prison, this incarcerated participant referred to Ceim ar Cheim;  
 Interviewer: “you’re missing out on time with your family cause you have to come 
in here? 





 4.2.3  Family cluster. 
All participants spoke about their families. The six themes which emerged from the family 











Memo box 3 
I was struck that one quarter of participants were parents by the end of the first year. 
Some individuals who struggled to care for themselves, were now coming into caring 
roles.  






Figure 7. Family over time. The number of coding references for each subtheme is 
displayed for baseline and follow-up.  
 
 4.2.3.1 Theme 1: Negative impact of family. 
Most participants outlined ways that they had been negatively impacted by their families.  
Baseline 
“Sometimes it’s the people that you think are gonna be good, but they turn out to 
be bad, ya, my Mum, Mother and Father” P4. 
An acceptance of family, despite their negative behaviour, was apparent; 
“My Father comes and goes, he’s a junkie like, but he’s still our Father” P7 
Ceim ar Cheim offered one participant protection from family; 
“Basically, Ceim ar Cheim is like the Captain America’s shield; If I don’t have it, 
I’m no-one, but if I have it, everyone’s looking at me, but not in the kinda way, 
like, my family know I’m coming 
Interviewer: Ya, right, so it gives you this kinda invulnerable protection like? 
Against my family” P5 
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For some, family members may present an apparent obstacle to desistance; 
“My cousin, he wanted me to rob a car for him, and I wouldn’t” P1 
The following reaction to a fight with a family member reflects the challenges of family 
conflict, as well as an apparent dearth of coping abilities on the participants’ behalf; 
“I was fighting with my Cousin, and I went to stab him, because he’s always at 
me when he feels like it” P4 
 
 4.2.3.2 Theme 2: Learning from family mistakes. 
Some family members became anti-role models; providing examples of what not to do in 
life. 
Baseline 
Some family members actively counselled against making their path in life; 
“I’ve one cousin doin twenty-five years to the day, another cousin doin 
manslaughter charge, another cousin doin ten years, and another cousin doin 
seven year… when I’m on the phone to any of my cousins like, ya well they do be 
sayin all that like, you know what I mean like? Stay out of jail, keep your head 
down and all of this, it’s not worth it and all, you know what I mean?” P9 
Follow-up 
A participant whose sister was addicted to heroin, recounted a traumatic interaction 
between his sister and mother; 
“She came in, got the poker, kneeled down in front of my mother and told her [to] 
hit her. My mother said; “no, because if I hit you, I won’t stop” P3 




“Seeing him or whatever, and knowing what the drugs did to him, I didn’t want 
that to happen to me” P7 
 
 4.2.3.3 Theme 3: Grandparents in parenting role. 
Grandparents adopted parenting roles for many participants. Participants spoke about 
their grandparents positively. Grandparents appeared to be a stabilising force for some 
participants. This deeper attachment to Grandparents led to greater potential loss for 
participants; several recounted trauma at the death of a Grandparent.  
Baseline 
 “She passed away there, she had a stroke, and I’d have been very close to her, I 
used to live with her. After that I wouldn’t talk to no-one or anything” P11 
Interviewer: “who are you closest to, in your family? 
My Granda” P8 
Follow-up 
This sentiment was echoed at follow-up; 
Interviewer: “can you think of someone who’s had a good influence on you? 
My grandad” P4 
“Well when I’m not down, they’re [Ceim ar Cheim staff] ringing my granda and 
my gran, worried about me, seeing where I am, that I’m okay and all” P4 
“You know it’s been hard like, coming, my nana’s anniversary you know came up, 








 4.2.3.4 Theme 4: Causing pain to family. 
There was an awareness of pain caused to family. Participants’ antisocial and criminal 
behaviour were frequently the causes of pain to family.  
Baseline 
 “It’s balls rough like, just acting the bollox, you’re breaking your mothers heart, 
your fathers heart, your grandmothers, like you know what I mean?” P11 
“My family only gets upset over ‘em anyway like when I does get into trouble ... 
my mam gets very upset” P13 
Follow-up 
Participants particularly recounted an aversion to upsetting their Mothers. 
“I got locked up, and I seen what I was putting my mother through when I was up 
there, it wasn’t nice like, and then I said I’ll try my best now like, if I get a chance, 
that I’m gonna take it like”. P1 
“It’s hard on her as well, like that’s what I’m saying, it don’t just effect you, it 
effects the people around you, so that’s what I’ve learned to realise as well” P11 
 
 4.2.3.5 Theme 5: Bereavement and loss. 
Bereavement and loss was evident for nearly all participants. Loss had a profoundly 
negative impact. 
Baseline 
Following two bereavements, one participants began using drugs; 
“Then my Nana died so I just didn’t give a fuck, you know what I mean? 
Interviewer: ya ya 
Then my best friend died and I just said fuck it, ya know what I mean?... I started 




One predicted a destructive response to a potential impending loss; 
“My Granda, he’s lung cancer ya.. he’s like a Dad to me.. If he died.. Oh God, I’d 




Loss was not necessarily just associated with death. The loss of family members was also 
apparent through incarceration; 
“Half my family is in jail” P6 
“My father wasn’t there for me when I was growing up so, I said I’m not going to 
go down the same path as he went down. Like he was locked up” P1 
  
 4.2.3.6 Theme 6: Parenthood. 
Parenthood was positively regarded. Participants who evidenced this theme, outlined its 
desisting influence.  
Baseline 
One participant outlined how parenthood justified him changing his behaviour; 
“I have to fucking cop on, and I’m like; what if I get arrested? what if I get locked 
up? what if I get caught out after my curfew? I goes; fuck that, I’ve done it all last 
year and look where it got me, I goes; I’m not gonna do it this year, I’m eighteen 
and I’ve a child on the way” P5 
Follow-up 
“Interviewer: What successes have you had since you’ve been attending Ceim ar 
Cheim? 
My child was born” P9 
Memo box 4 
I personally struggled to remain in an interviewer role, and not to stray into a more 







Legal consequences of 
adulthood
Victim impact 
The interplay of the influence of CarC and parenthood was outlined by one participant. It 
appeared that CarC gave him the means to desist, parenthood gave him the justification;  
“Ceim ar Cheim pushed me in the right direction, and then once I found out I was 
having a child, I wanted to stay going in that direction. I didn’t want to start going 
back down the road that I was on” P1 
 
 4.2.4 Direct desistance motivators cluster. 
Direct desistence motivators relate to factors that participants cited as motivating them 
not to commit crime in the future. A minority of participants alluded to these themes; they 






Figure 8. Direct desistance motivators thematic map. 
 
 
Figure 9. Direct desistance motivators over time. The number of coding references for 
each theme is displayed for baseline and follow-up.  
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  4.2.4.1 Theme 1: Prison. 
Participants recounted their experience of incarceration in juvenile detention centres and 
prisons.  
Baseline 
Several participants explicitly stated that their experience of prison directly motivated 
them to avoid crime.  
“I’ve been doing the good things, and I’ve changed like, I haven’t been getting 
into trouble with Gards, and I stopped mixing with all the people I used to hang 
around with, cause I was getting into trouble with all of them as well 
Interviewer: and what made you want to change those things do you think? 
I just didn’t want to go back to jail cause I didn’t really like it.. it’s bad” P13 
“When seven o’clock comes you’re cell door locks, you’re locked in for the night 
like. So picture of a Friday night like, thinking you can go to the pub and things, 
you can’t like, you’re locked in. 
Interviewer: ya 
I was thinking, it kind of hit me up there, this’ll be the rest of my life now, in and 
out of jail for the rest of my life, I thought no, things are gonna have to change” 
P1 
“Going to jail, it weren’t for me, I’m not like that” P7 
Follow-up 
An incarcerated participant outlined why he did not want to return to prison;  
Interviewer: “what do you think the chances of you picking up more charges in 
the future are? 
I don’t know, after I come into this place like, I think it’s very unlikely cause I 




Interviewer: ya ya, so there’s something about coming here. What is it about 
coming to this place that makes it less likely? 
I don’t know. I miss my girlfriend, I miss my family” P13 
One participant took solace in ignoring taunts from delinquent peers, as he believed they 
were on the road to imprisonment; 
“Leave them off, if they’re goin to go to jail, they’re goin to go to jail. I know a 
slag is only a slag, but that all leads up to jail man” P5 
 
 4.2.4.2 Theme 2: Legal consequences of adulthood. 
Baseline 
For some participants, adulthood was an opportunity to wipe their record clean, a fresh 
start; 
“If I stay out of trouble between now and eighteen all of my charges will just be 
gone, and so I’ll be able to go to countries like America and Australia” P13 
For others, the desisting effects of adulthood arose from the more serious punishment of 
crimes for adults; 
“Just kind of woke up that like when you turn eighteen the Gards can arrest you 
for pretty much anything and you won’t be going to no like detention centre, its 
kinda straight to Limerick [prison]”. P2 
“I’d love to be up there [Juvenile detention centre] again, but now I’m eighteen, 
and it’s limerick [prison] if I get in trouble” P5 
Follow-up 
There was an awareness of harsher punishments as an adult; 
“So I got sentenced as a juvenile for that, that’s alright... if I was eighteen when I 





I get about five year for that alone, and another four or five for the other stuff 
Interviewer: but because you did it, when you were? 
I was sixteen, so I’ll only get about eighteen months” P9 
For one participant, the prospect of having a clean slate in adulthood instigated a 
conscious shift in behaviour; 
“That was my last charge when I was seventeen, and I’m nineteen now like…kinda 
changed my way of doing things now” P2 
 
 4.2.4.3 Theme 3: Victim impact. 
Participants’ discussions of victim impact primarily focused on violent crime. 
Baseline 
One participant spoke about how an awareness of the impact of their crimes, had a 
desisting effect; 
 “It’s making me feel like, how would I feel if that happened me and anyone in my 
 family  or, you know, stuff like that?” P9 
For others, this desisting effect of victim impact appeared to be relatively minor; 
“I think if I was in a car robbery and I seen a car-seat or a pram or something 
like that, I’d throw-I’d leave it outside yer-one’s front door, and drive off in the 
car like” P1 
Feelings of fear arising from the way people fall to the ground when punched, led this 
participant to take hold of them first, to guide them to the ground; 
“It’s going through my head like if they’re gonna wake up, or did they bang their 
head like? the way that I hit someone, I like, grab them first and then hit them, and 





A number of participants attempted to minimize the impact of their crimes; 
“I didn’t hurt her like, I just pushed her into the room like. Locked the door behind 
me, left her then” P4 
 “you could hear a big crack, I’d say it was his chest bones or something...  
I didn’t hit him properly, I was just like hitting him and poking him and telling him 





Minimising intent was a common thread in participants’ descriptions of victim impact; 
“Interviewer: and what do you think about the impact on her, getting thumped? 
Lousy man, It is like, I didn’t know it was a girl, genuinely didn’t” P9 
“They said, ah, false imprisonment of a student.. that woulda never happened only 
for the drugs like, you know what I mean?” P11 
 
 4.2.5 Law and safety cluster. 
Law and safety cluster relate to participants’ attitudes towards Law, law-enforcement and 
personal safety. Negative views and experiences of the Gardai, the Irish police force, were 




Memo box 5 
I believe that this participant minimised the impact of his attack when he saw my 
shocked reaction. I believe that changing his account from cracking chest bones, to 
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Figure 10. Law and safety thematic map. 
 
 
Figure 11. Law and safety over time. The number of coding references for each theme is 
displayed for baseline and follow-up.  
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 4.2.5.1 Theme 1: Negative view of the Gardaí. 
All participants expressed a negative view of the Gardaí.  
Baseline 
 “They’re bastards, straight out” P4 
“I don’t like them [Gardaí] at all.” P6 
“Fuck the shades bro” P10 
In an attempt to explain his negative view of the Gardaí, one participant outlined an 
experience of Gardaí not intervening to help him when he was being attacked; 
“I got bate to death the other day on Thomas street by about seven or eight 
students, got kicked me from Starbucks the whole way back down to Supermacs; 
There was three Gards standing there in uniforms, ha ha ha laughing, going; 
“watch that lad, watch him oh”. P5 
 
“Interviewer: What’s your experience of the Gardaí? 
That they’re bigger scumbags than the people they’re arresting, that’s what I 
think” P13 
Follow-up 
One participant was unable or unwilling to explain a dislike for the Gardaí, apparently it 
was simply always present; 
“I never did like, I just never liked Gards” P6 
The dislike of Gardaí was seen by one participant as being ubiquitous among residents of 
certain neighbourhoods and as being reciprocal.  
“Where we’re from, they don’t like the Gards like, you know what I mean? They 
don’t like you, so, it’s tit for tat really, you know what I mean? But as I say, they 




 One participant recounted punching a Garda, when he was hit by the Garda’s spittle in 
the face during a search. Thus, a negative view of Gardaí, may make it more likely that 
participants will respond aggressively, escalating situations; 
 “You know the way, when they’re roaring, I told him you’re not searching me, 
and spit came out of his mouth, so I hit him”. P4 
 
 4.2.5.2 Theme 2: Garda violence and harassment. 
Nearly all participants spoke about violence at the hands of the Gardaí. Participants also 
outlined their experiences of harassment from law enforcement.  
Baseline 
Instances of violence varied from using unnecessary force during an arrest; 
“They stood me up against the wall, and he started twisting my hand like that say 
[indicates the way his wrist was being twisted downward] saying; “are you 
resisting arrest, are you resisting arrest?” and I wasn’t even resisting” P13 
“I was holding onto the fence, and I told them I’d get into the car, they couldn’t 
handle the fact that they couldn’t get me onto the ground, so he called over three 
more, and one gave me a slap into the arm, and the other two kinda just slapped 
me off the ground and thumped me around, one was, one put on the handcuffs, 
pure tight ones, and he was kneeling on them, and they were digging into my back, 
one was standing on the two backs of my legs, and one had his foot on my head” 
P3 
Some accounts of Garda violence were more directed and deliberate; 
“I got caught in a robbed car and I jumped out of the back of the car right, and I 
hit the floor straight away, put my hands back of my head, right – now if you were 
a Gard and you see a fella like that, you go over, you put the handcuffs on his 
hand, you lift him up, you put him into the car ya?… What did they do? I was on 




on the road like that, right, a guard just came over and [stamps forcefully on the 
floor twice] stood on the back of my brain, busted my forehead” P9 
“I knew I was gonnna get a batin, cause I crashed into a woman with a baby like. 
Interviewer: Ya 
But they gave me an unmerciful bating, they bate guns an all off me like.” P1 
Most participants outlined experiences of the Gardaí generally harassing them; 
“They’re just always out to give you a hard time, like even now, I’m outta trouble 
like, it’s still the same thing, like pulling you constantly, just fucking, you know 
what I mean, making a show of you 
Interviewer: ya, searching you and stuff? 
Taking your shoes and socks off in the wet like you know what I mean?” P11 
Follow-up 
Garda violence was so ubiquitous for some, that they doubted Garda motivation in 
entering the career; 
“It’s like they only became a Gard so they could hit people without getting 
arrested for it” P3 
Shame arose for this participant, who was faced with constant negative attention and 
searches from Gardaí; 
“They just stop and say, we’re searching you for drugs like 
Interviewer: ya, and what’s the search like? 
It’s a strip search 
Interviewer: and what is it like for you to have a Garda come up to you and say, 
take off your clothes? 




This participant described being repeatedly tasered by Gardaí, while lying on the ground. 
The perceived power imbalance between Gardaí and participants is evident. 
“All over my face, my back, my stomach, big massive lumps, you know like bee 
stings? 
Interviewer: ya 
From the tasers like 
Interviewer: from the tasers. And what did you tell the doctor happened? 
I told him the guards done it. 
Interviewer: and did he do anything? 
He put it all on a report like, but you can’t win against the Gards like He put it all 
on a report like, but you can’t win against the Gards like 
Interviewer: did you ever, was there any follow-up to that report like? 







 4.2.5.3 Theme 3: Disdain for the Law. 
Participants expressed disdain for the law both directly and indirectly. This appeared to 
serve a function of bravado for some, for other it was a means of exacting revenge on a 
legal system which they perceive as harming them. This theme only emerged at baseline. 
Memo box 6 
The report referred to in the above account was a doctor’s report, documenting injuries 
that the participants reportedly endured from the Gardaí. I was shocked at the seemingly 
ubiquitous nature of alleged Garda violence and harassment for these young people, and 
their relative powerlessness in the face of that violence. Reflecting on the impact that 
these accounts had on me, allowed me to maintain the integrity of my role as researcher, 




 “I was warned by the judge, if you come back with any more charges, you’re 
gone. And I went out and robbed a house and car in August, and I was down in 
court Friday” P9 
Interviewer: “So what was it that happened that you ended up up in Oberstown 
[juvenile detention centre]? 
“Only for like criminal damage, property damage, assault, burglaries, like, there 
were a few stupid charges, but one or two of ‘em were serious enough” P13 
One participant juxtaposed their law breaking against serious crime, as a means of both 
playing down their own crime and criticising the misuse of law enforcement; 
“Just like, d’ya know, they’re nothing better to be doing, there’s people out raping 
children, and they’re fuckin arresting us for drinkin a naggin” P8 
  
 4.2.5.4 Theme 4: Pride in non-cooperation with the Gardaí. 
A significant minority of participants expressed pride in not cooperating with the Gardaí. 
Participants also expressed an unwillingness to report violence which had been 
perpetrated against them by Gardaí.  
Baseline 
 “Got me with a section eight 
Call me a snake cause I wouldn’t break 
Got out the next morning my head held high 
Feeling like I can touch the sky” P10 
“Gards are scum-bags man, I don’t like ‘em, but I wouldn’t have a bad attitude 
towards ‘em like cause that’s only gonna get you arrested or somethin, like you 
know what I mean? 




It makes it worse like, play along, but don’t ever tell them anything” P9 
When participants outlined violence perpetrated against them by Gardaí, all were asked if 
they considered reporting it. None had done so.  
 “No, you can’t man, you’ll never win against them like”. P11 
“I just told ‘em drop it [investigation in Garda violence], cause you’ll never get 
peace with them like … I know nothings gonna happen over it, and things are 
gonna go worse for me cause I’m in court like” P1 
Follow-up 
Under no circumstances would this participant consider phoning the Gardaí;  
“I wouldn’t ring the Gards, go’way with the Gards boy, all the Gards want is 
knowing your business, up then and tell everyone, a load of retards, I hate the 
Gards with a passion” P9 
 
 4.2.5.5 Theme 5: Friends keep you safe. 
Some participants alluded to friends providing safety and security for them. 
Baseline 
One described being attacked in Limerick city and how friends responded to the news; 
“Well my friends heard about it, and they ran from Moyross and Ballynanty, and 
they all ran and they all had weapons, followed them in around town” P3 
Ensuring the safety of friends works both ways. This may include intervening in a fight 
when a friend is outnumbered; 
“Like because there were two young fellas fighting one of my friends, and then I 







Participants expressed positive attitudes regarding the comradery and security afforded to 
them by friends.  
 “It felt good like, you have a few friends who hear about you and they’ll be at 
your side, ya if anything kicks off like” P12 
“Like I dunno, if I was fighting or anything, they’d all back up for me, like even 
the boys in here. Like I drink with all them. So if I’m up at the weekend and they 
all see me fighting, and they see me, they’ll come up if there’s more than one, if 
I’m fighting more than one” P3 
When students apparently showed interest in a friend’s girlfriend, this participant’s 
response was to help his friend attack the students; 
“Students getting onto his bird, right, he walked up to them, with a blade, he 
started it, like started fighting, the friend gave him a slap, he dropped the blade, I 
goes; “what the fuck are you doing?” I hit the student” P5 
 
 4.2.5.6 Theme 6: Nuanced perspective of Gardaí. 
A more nuanced attitude toward the Gardaí; awareness that they’re not all bad, was 
evident at follow-up. This participant reflected on how a more mature attitude toward the 
Gardaí led to fewer interactions with them; 
“They still like kind of pull you and that, but it’s not like before, do ya know?… If 
you don’t act the ghoul, but sometimes they can still be pigs like, but I think the 
older you get, the more mature you get like ya know? And if you pass them you’re 
not, you just walk past them like, you’re not asking for it like” P2 
For some, luck played a part in the type of Gardaí they met; 
“I know people says that they’re all pigs, they’re not, you do get one or two, 




They won’t always arrest you, you can get a laugh off some of ‘em. But the other 
few then are pure cunts like” P3 
 
4.3 Quantitative results 
 4.3.1 Changes in scores between baseline and follow-up. 
The primary aim of quantitative analyses was exploring differences in participants’ scores 
between baseline and follow-up. Only changes in Future Orientation Inventory (FOI) 
scores reached statistical significance at p<.05 level. As scores on the FOI were not 
normally distributed (Baseline Shapiro-Wilk p=0.003), a non-parametric test was used to 
compare scores. A Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test revealed a statistically significant increase 
in FOI scores, z=-2.27, p=0.023, with a medium effect size (r=0.47). Median scores on 
the FOI increased from baseline (Median=14.5, IQR=12.5-16) to follow-up (Median=23, 
IQR=15-27). Changes in other measures did not reach significance at p<.05 level. All 
paired samples t-test results are summarised in table 4.  
 Resistance to peer influence sores increased by an average of 3.54 (12.4%), 
indicating an increase in participants’ resistance to peers. Scores on the self-restraint 
subscale of the Weinberger Adjustment Inventory decreased by 4.73 (6.2%), indicating 
an increase in participants’ self-restraint. As DAST scores were not normally distributed 
(Shapiro-Wilk p baseline=0.011, follow-up=0.021), a Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was 
used; this indicated no significant change in DAST scores, z=-1.425, p=0.154, from 
baseline (Median=1.5, IQR=0.25-3.75) to follow-up (Median=3, IQR=0-10). Although 
this change did not reach statistical significance, it reflects a doubling of median drug-use 
scores among participants at follow-up. A Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test indicated no 
significant change in Alcohol Use Identification Test-C scores, z=-0.289, p=0.773, from 














Psychosocial Maturity Inventory - responsibility 88.91, 11.09 89.36, 11.55 0.864 
Resistance to Peer Influence scale  28.55, 6.56 32.09, 6.28 0.121 
General Self Efficacy Scale 32.27, 5.27 31.00, 3.58 0.343 
Weinberger Adjustment Inventory – self-restraint 75.55, 6.6 70.82, 10.02 0.215 
  
 
 4.3.2 Comparison of those who did and did not report engaging in violence. 
Whether or not participants engaged in physical violence in their first year in Ceim ar 
Cheim, was recorded. Participants’ answers to questions regarding victim impact, the 
number of charges they had acquired, their experiences of the Gardaí, as well as general 
discussions about their lives, indicated if they had engaged in physical violence between 
baseline and follow-up interviews. The definition of physical violence included 
unprovoked beatings, attacks, robberies, and false-imprisonment of victims. It did not 
include organised street fights between consenting parties. 
 There was a significant difference in changes to Psychosocial Maturity Inventory-
Responsibility (PMI-R) subscale scores between groups. Mean scores for individuals 
(n=6) who outlined engaging in violent acts decreased by 7 points, as compared to a mean 
5-point increase, among individuals (n=5) who did not outline engaging in violence. The 
magnitude of the differences of PMI-R score changes was very large, nearly two standard 
deviations. Further details of independent samples t-test results are outlined in table 5. No 
other significant differences in score changes were evident between the two groups. 
However, given the small number of participant, it is interesting to review changes in 




 Resistance to Peer Influence scores increased among individuals who outlined 
engaging in violence (mean increase=6.67, 28.55%), and marginally decreased among 
those who did not (mean decrease=-0.2, -0.7%), p=0.10, Cohen’s d=1.11. Mean Future 
Orientation Inventory (FOI) scores increased in both individuals who did and did not 
outline engaging in violence. Mean FOI increases were greater among those who did not 
outline engaging in violence (6.4, 40%), than those who did (3.3, 21%).  
 Changes in Drug Abuse Screening Test (DAST) scores were not normally 
distributed (Shapiro-Wilk p=0.025), hence they were compared using a non-parametric 
test. A Mann-Whitney U test revealed no significant difference in changes to DAST 
scores between baseline and follow-up, for those who reported engaging in violence 
(Median=1.5,  IQR=0-7) and those who did not (Median=0, IQR=-1-0), U=8, z=-1.29, 
p=0.197, r=0.39, interquartile range=3. Median DAST scores increased by 1.5 points in 
individuals who outlined engaging in violence, with no change in median scores of those 
who did not. Despite not reaching statistical significance, the magnitude of this increase 
is noteworthy, as the median DAST score for all participants at baseline was 1.5.  
Table 5 









Psychosocial Maturity Inventory - 
responsibility subscale  
-5, 6.84 7, 5.14 0.01 -1.98 
Resistance to Peer Influence scale  6.67, 6.83 -0.20, 5.50 0.10 1.11 
General Self Efficacy Scale -0.67, 2.42 -2, 6.04 0.63 0.28 
Future Orientation Inventory 3.33, 4.08 6.4, 7.02 0.39 -0.53 
Weinberger Adjustment Inventory – 
self-restraint subscale 
-2.50, 10.57 -7.4, 13.92 0.523 0.40 




Chapter 5: Discussion 
 
5.1 Chapter overview 
The research primarily aimed to investigate changes in factors correlated with desistance 
from crime, by qualitatively exploring identity and social control, before and after 
participants’ first year in Ceim ar Cheim. A secondary aim was to quantitatively track 
psychosocial maturation and substance misuse in participants. The most noteworthy 
results are discussed in relation to existent literature. The implications of qualitative and 
quantitative results are discussed in turn. Differences between individuals who outlined 
engaging in violence and those who did not, are discussed. The wide breadth of 
information generated is drawn together in a single section, which summarises the 
confluence of desistance. Strengths and limitations of the research are then outlined. The 
chapter concludes by considering implications of current findings on future research, 
policy, and practice.  
 
5.2  Discussion of key qualitative results 
 5.2.1 Identity. 
Changes in participants’ narrative identity and possible selves are discussed in turn. 
 
 5.2.1.1 Narrative identity. 
Based on the number of coding references, negative self-narratives were more evident at 
baseline. Efficacious self-narratives emerged in follow-up interviews. Efficacious 
narratives were linked to the achievement of various goals, often supported by Ceim ar 
Cheim (CarC), and newfound self-control. Considering existent research, emergent 
efficacious narratives may be seen as positive developments in participants’ lives. 
Elements of these emergent narratives overlap with the self-control and self-belief present 




the early stages of desistance construct new narratives. The emergent efficacious 
narratives are also encouraging, as increases in agency appear to foreshadow 
improvements in mental health (Adler, 2012), and have been shown to independently 
predict desistance from violence among prisoners (Ellis & Bowen, 2017). Expressing 
feelings of agency was a distinguishing feature between violent offenders who went on to 
recidivise and those who desisted (Doekhie et al., 2017). According to Bandura (1989, 
p.1176), people must have a robust sense of personal efficacy to sustain the perseverant 
effort needed to succeed. The more positive and efficacious narratives which emerged 
over time may also be seen through the lens of learned optimism (Seligman, 1991). 
Participants appeared to ascribe various successes to relatively stable internal factors in 
the form of newfound efficacy and self-control. The ebb of negative narratives is a 
positive indication that some participants are in the process of desistance, given LeBel 
and colleague’s (2008) reported correlation between negative self-identity markers and 
reoffence and reimprisonment. The authors concluded that self-efficacy is a necessary 
condition to bring about desistance (LeBel et al., 2008). 
 Turning points and the lack of a narrative identity, were evident for some 
participants at both times. Participants outlined more turning points at baseline; these 
included turning points for the better, such as significant birthdays, or joining CarC, and 
turning points for the worse, such as bereavement. Sampson and Laub (1993) emphasised 
the desisting effect of important turning points in men’s lives, which were seen as 
particularly important as social bonds increased. The lack of a narrative was more 
prevalent at follow-up. This is concerning in light of Maruna’s (2001) finding that the 
development of a coherent prosocial identity is necessary for desistance. However, as this 
research was grounded in a postpositivist perspective, the described self is regarded as an 
audience-influenced construct. Some participants may have been unwilling or unable to 
articulate their self-narratives or possible selves.  
 
 5.2.1.2 Possible selves 
When asked about their views on possible selves, most participants outlined positive 




(Bak, 2015) or directed motivation (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009), for current self. It 
was noted that criminal behaviour was not an element of any positive possible self, 
outlined by participants. 
 Understanding the function of a positive possible self may be informed by Rogers’ 
(1951, 1959) theory of self. The positive possible self, outlined by participants, may be 
akin to Rogers ‘ideal self’. Participants’ current narrative identities may be akin to ‘self-
image’. Divergence between current self-identity and a positive future self, may motivate 
change in current self, or the reappraisal of future self (Rogers, 1951). It may be that a 
positive future self, motivates desistance in current self. Alternatively, if too great a divide 
exists between real and ideal self, for a protracted period, then the desisting positive 
possible self, may be reappraised. Participants in the current study who evidenced an 
emergent efficacious identity expressed pride in their self-control and education. This 
lends tentative support to Paternoster and Bushway’s (2009) suggestion, that individual’s 
current desisting self-concept may be enhanced through achieving a positive possible self. 
Indeed, in their longitudinal desistance study, Hunter and Farrall (2017) noted that a 
tension between possible and current self may exist, before the benefits of desistance are 
apparent. However, several participants were uncertain about their possible selves.  
 Uncertainty regarding possible selves emerged from less interviews at follow-up 
(5 references) than baseline (13 references). Uncertainty may reflect identity confusion 
(Marcia, 1966), or as discussed, an unwillingness or inability to talk about future selves. 
Decreasing uncertainty is an encouraging trend, as it indicates that participants may have 
clearer ideas of the kinds of future lives they want to lead. Consistent uncertainty 
regarding future possible selves among a small cohort of participants is a source of 
concern. A feared self was outlined by several participants but this is not necessarily a 
cause of concern. 
 In follow-up interviews a minority of participants outlined a feared possible self 
that they were motivated to avoid, such as spiralling criminal behaviour. Bak (2015) noted 
that a feared possible self may serve as an anti-goal, that individuals are motivated to 
avoid. Having a feared possible self, reportedly moderates the relationship between 




participants’ awareness of the negative influence of friends was a relatively consistent 
theme across time and is discussed in relation to social control.  
 Having a feared possible self may contribute to the crystallisation of discontent, 
spurring-on changes in self-identity (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). Silver and Ulmer 
(2012) saw increases in self-control as being motivated by the presence of desired and 
feared possible selves. It is therefore interesting to note that more efficacious narrative 
identities, of which a greater sense of self-control was a component, emerged in tandem 
with a feared possible self which motivated action. The apparent tension between current 
and future self has been theorized to sharpen awareness of the benefits of abstention 
(Hunter & Farrall, 2017). Amending existing and constructing new narratives were 
theorized by King (2013) to enable individuals to sustain non-offending behaviour in the 
early days of desistance. The motivational quality of feared selves is a key distinction 
between feared possible selves and negative possible selves. 
 Negative possible selves were only evident at baseline. Participants did not ascribe 
motivation to change their behaviour to these negative selves. Consistent uncertainty 
regarding possible selves, alongside negative possible selves at baseline and feared selves 
at follow-up may be taken as a negative boding for some participants. Young people with 
the highest levels of self-reported delinquency, struggled to conceive of positive possible 
selves, despite having fears of a criminal future (Oyserman & Markus, 1990). This 
contrasted with more balance between current and possible selves evidenced by young 
people with lower self-reported levels of delinquency (Oyserman & Markus, 1990).  
 The presence of positive and feared possible selves have both been theorised to 
exert desisting functions; akin to a carrot and stick for the developing ego. Having a set 
of exemplary goals, in constant flux, which are never fully achieved, was seen by Erikson 
(1968) as the ego ideal. It appears that Ceim ar Cheim provided participants with the 
structure and support necessary to develop a more positive, efficacious narrative. 
Increasingly efficacious current selves, may have sharpened the motivation of feared 






 5.2.2 Social bonds. 
Participants weak connection with wider society was clear throughout the study. Potential 
bonds to teachers and classmates were continuously broken as some participants were 
expelled from schools repeatedly. Imprisonment created further barriers to forming social 
bonds and barriers to the labour market following release. Participants face significant 
challenges in forming the societal bonds outlined in Sampson and Laub’s age graded 
theory of social control (2001). The impact of delinquent peers may have exacerbated this 
disconnection from society for some.  
 The negative influence of friends was a consistent theme across time. The 
inevitability, and in some cases necessity, of bonding with delinquent peers emerged from 
narratives. Some participants regarded this as a necessary survival strategy. Participants’ 
awareness of the negative impact of delinquent peers, echoes King’s (2013) finding that 
individuals were aware of the need for change in social and personal contexts to maintain 
desistance. Ties to delinquent peers have previously been associated with crime (Wright 
et al., 2001). Whilst breaking such ties has previously been described as a precondition 
for desistance among young men Graham and Bowling (1995, p.84). The apparent 
delinquency balance (McGloin, 2009) which they strike, highlights the importance of 
relationships with pro-social individuals, previously shown to support desistance (Intravia 
et al., 2016). Decreases in exposure to deviant peers have also been correlated with 
parallel decreases in individual’s delinquency (McGloin, 2009). Evidence of participants’ 
deliberate attempts to disengage from delinquent peers is an important finding of the 
current research. It highlights the importance of access to alternative peer groups for these 
young people. 
 The challenges of regular education were consistently outlined by participants at 
baseline and follow-up. Education has previously been associated with desistance (Wright 
et al., 2001). Large class sizes, strict attitudes of educators, and the fast pace of education, 
were some of the issues outlined. Participants’ experiences of mainstream education were 
in marked contrast to their experience of CarC. The small pupil-teacher ratio and relaxed 
teaching environment of CarC, praised by participants, may have facilitated their 




scaffolding necessary to support emergent desistant identities. A lack of education was 
one feature of the hopelessness associated with in Maruna’s (2001) condemnation scripts.  
 A view of Ceim ar Cheim as a social group was evident at baseline, though by 
follow-up the theme of a deeper bond with Ceim ar Cheim emerged. Elements of this 
developing bond are akin to the positive and supportive interpretation of probation 
officers’ concerns, referred to by Rex (1999). A growing sense of security and attachment 
to Ceim ar Cheim was evident in participants’ accounts. Crucially, the connection with 
Ceim ar Cheim did not break due to imprisonment; participants expressed hope that they 
would return to the service post-release. This is in marked contrast to the repeated breaks 
in connection inherent in participants’ education heretofore.   
 Romantic relationships, a consistent theme across time, were linked to desistance 
by most participants. Several participants recounted their partner’s attempts to actively 
dissuade them from engaging in criminality. Participants who were in romantic 
relationships reported spending time each day watching television or playing computer 
games with their partners. Each hour spent with partners in this way is an hour less spent 
with potentially delinquent peers; Warr (1998) believed that the desisting effect of 
marriage arose from the average ten hours less per week, spent with potentially delinquent 
peers. However, it should be emphasised that participants’ accounts of the desisting 
impact of partners, may not be linked to actual desistance. A nuanced understating of the 
desisting impact of romantic relationships has emerged from the literature. There is 
significant evidence for the desisting effects of marriage (Farrington & West, 1995; Laub 
& Sampson, 2003; Sampson et al., 2006; Warr, 1998). However, evidence of increasing 
criminality following marriage among repeat offenders in England between 1880 and 
1940, underscores the need for caution when generalising between cultural contexts 
(Farrall et al., 2009). Less positive effects of pre-marital relationships have been reported, 
with some indicating no impact (Monahan et al., 2014) and others showing increased 
criminality (Eklund et al., 2010). Finally, when describing future selves, no participants 
spoke about the possibility of marriage, indicating it may not be a relevant social construct 




 In summary, increases in social bonds were evident following participants’ first 
year in Ceim ar Cheim. These took the form of a deeper bond with Ceim ar Cheim and 
romantic relationships. Participants ascribed a desisting influence to romantic 
relationships. The risks posed by association with delinquent peers, continuous school 
breakdowns, and an overall weak connection with society were consistently evidenced. 
Summarising the range of social bonds which exert control on participants allows for 
reflection on general trends. It has been noted  that the accrual of social bonds is gradual 
and cumulative, reflected by the gradual process of desistance (Laub et al., 1998). This is 
evident in the slow pace of growing bonds to Ceim ar Cheim in the current study. This 
slow growth of social bonds is contrasted with the relatively sudden destruction of social 
bonds, brought on by school breakdowns, bereavements and the family conflict discussed 
in the next section. This finding has practical implications regarding the importance of 
significant support for youth at risk during times of loss or bereavement.  
 
 5.2.3 Family. 
The present research adds to our understanding of the role of family in the lives of youth 
at risk. Participants spoke in detail about their families at both time points. The role of 
family has longstanding roots in social control theory (Nye, 1958), and is seen as a key 
source of social control during adolescence (Sampson & Laub, 2005). The present study 
gives a more nuanced insight into the complex role of family on the process of desistance. 
Demographic characteristics revealed that most participants’ did not live in traditional 
family units, most had single parents (n=9, 75%) who were unemployed (n=10, 83%). 
 Awareness of pain caused to family was present at both time points, whilst 
awareness of the mistakes of family members, was more prevalent at follow-up. For some 
participants, an avoidance-based motivation to desist, appeared to have been created by 
family. The negative impact of family was evidenced across both time points. 
 The instability of family is not simply the absence of a psychosocial anchor for 
participants, family members can actively harm participants, with one reporting being 




family members. A deepening bond with CarC effectively acted to shield some 
participants from the harm of their families. Existent social control literature has 
predominantly focused on the desisting nature of family. A more nuanced perspective is 
now emerging, with a recent Australian study correlating childhood maltreatment and 
trauma with proximal risk factors for juvenile offending (Malvaso et al., 2017). If young 
people were viewed as the victims of trauma, violence, and potentially malign family 
units, rather than labelled as criminals and offenders, it may facilitate a more enlightened 
societal narrative for this vulnerable group.  
 The theme of parenthood was present across both time points. Most participants 
who evidenced this theme, referred to its desisting impact. Existent research pertaining to 
the link between parenthood and desistance is mixed, with some researchers finding a 
correlation (Salvatore & Taniguchi, 2012; Savolainen, 2009), and others not (Blokland & 
Nieuwbeerta, 2005). The stress, instability and social isolation present in many 
participants’ lives is likely to undermine the parenting skills of these, predominantly 
teenage parents. The theme of grandparents adopting a parenting role is therefore more 
understandable, given the many strains in the lives of these new parents.  
 The central role of grandparents in the lives of some participants lends an insight 
into the intergenerational nature of challenges facing participants and their families. 
Participants’ parents’ capacity to provide care was apparently eroded by factors such as 
incarceration and drug misuse. The intergenerational nature of this theme was evident 
within the study itself; several participants became parents by the end of the study, issues 
of ongoing drug use, hazardous drinking, and crime resulting in incarceration, were in 
evidence. These factors appear to have an adverse effect on parenting capacity, 
necessitating grandparents to adopt a larger parenting role.  
 Grandparents adopting parental roles and bereavement and loss were consistent 
themes across time. Grandparents’ advanced age, makes their loss more likely, their 
central role, makes their loss more destructive. Participants recounted dysregulated and 
destructive behaviour in response to the loss of a grandparent. Young people living in 
disadvantaged circumstances (McCarthy & Jessop, 2005) and those with an offending 




people who experience multiple bereavements are more likely to engage in risk taking 
behaviour, are at greater risk of depression and have lower education attainment and self-
esteem as adults (McCarthy & Jessop, 2005).  
 The importance of attachment in early childhood has been long established 
(Bowlby, 1980), so it is not surprising that the severing of attachments in childhood 
through bereavement and loss has a deleterious effect on desistance. Participants’ 
experiences of family relationships bear the hallmarks of avoidance and anxiety, features 
of disorganised attachments (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 2015). Attachment was 
a crucial element of Hirschi’s (1969) social bonds, and has been positively correlated to 
desistance (Salvatore & Taniguchi, 2012).  
 It is apparent that bonds to society and family are not universally cumulative; the 
breaking of bonds hampers desistance, as theorised by Hirschi (1969). Family creates a 
tumultuous triad for some; individuals wish to avoid causing pain to their family, avoid 
developing into anti-role models, whilst they hold an awareness of the harm and trauma 
rained on them by family. These intergenerational factors erode stability and connection, 
and by extension, individuals’ capacity to desist. The current results emphasise the 
continued need for awareness of, and research into, the potential negative impact of family 
on desistance.  
   
 5.2.4 Direct desistance motivators. 
Direct desistance motivators emerged across both time points. Participants’ aversive 
experiences of prison and separation from family and friends, reportedly motivated 
avoidance of future incarcerations. The threat of prison has previously been cited by some 
sex offenders as exerting a desisting influence (Cooley et al., 2017). However, the 
experience of prison appears to have a neutral or negative impact on desistance (Cullen et 
al., 2011; Mitchell et al., 2017; Villettaz et al., 2006). The eroding of temperance in 
adolescent males, particularly in prisons which are seen as being unsafe, may be one 
mechanism by which prison increases recidivism (Dmitrieva et al., 2012). It may be that 




impact of imprisonment on psychological health and social bonds, makes future 
incarceration more likely.  
 Desistance motivated by the legal consequences of adulthood was evidenced by 
some individuals. Becoming an adult comprises both risks and opportunities for 
participants. The prospect of a clean slate was seen as a positive opportunity, facilitating 
future international travel and employment. Adulthood also entailed the risk that any 
custodial sentences would be spent in prison, rather than a juvenile detention centre. The 
legal consequences of adulthood therefore motivate desistance through simultaneously 
increasing the reinforcement of desistance, and the punishment of crime. This result may 
represent an opportunity for those working with youth at risk. The threat of prison has 
been reported as a motivating factors in deterring recidivism among of sex offenders 
(Cooley et al., 2017). It was Toby (1957) who introduced the concept of stake, to social 
control theory. It may be that drawing individuals’ awareness to the legal opportunities 
and risks posed by adulthood, may increase their stake in desistance.  
 The theme of victim impact was prevalent at both time points. Participants 
appeared uncomfortable reflecting on victim impact and generally spoke in vague terms 
about it. They expressed views that broadly linked awareness of victim impact, to 
desistance. However, participants more generally expressed a desire to alter the manner 
of their crimes, in response to victim impact. Examples included removing a baby seat 
from a car being stolen, or ensuring that people don’t hit their head on the ground, when 
they are punched unconscious. This may be progress, but there is still a way to go. In 
discussing victim impact, participants frequently minimised their responsibility, through 
emphasising lack of intent, or intoxication. Asking offenders to recognise their harm is 
one strand of Restorative Justice (Ward et al., 2014). Although Restorative Justice 
programmes have a broadly desisting impact (Latimer et al., 2005), desistance is not their 
priority (Robinson & Shapland, 2008). It appears that there is room for improving 






 5.2.5 Law and safety. 
Negative views of Irish police, the Gardaí, and stories of harassment and violence at their 
hands, were prevalent across both time points. Nearly all male participants reported some 
form of violence at the hands of the Gardaí. Participants had not, and did not, wish to 
proceed with any sort of recourse against the Gardaí, believing this to be at best futile, 
and at worst, result in negative consequences for them. Having more crime related contact 
with the police has previously been associated with worse attitudes toward the police 
(Brick et al., 2009; Brown et al., 2009; Wu et al., 2015). Participants’ views of the Gardaí 
shifted between initial enrolment in Ceim ar Cheim and the end of their first year. A 
disdain for the law was only evidenced at baseline, pride in non-cooperation with the 
Gardaí was also predominantly present at baseline. A more nuanced perspective of the 
Gardaí emerged at follow-up. By the end of their first year, participants expressed a view 
that not all Gardaí behave badly toward them. This result builds on Ferdik and colleagues 
(2016) finding, that social bonds are significant predictors of juveniles’ perceptions of 
police. Increases in current participants’ social bonds, occurred in tandem with improved 
attitudes towards Irish police.  
  The theme that friends keep you safe emerged at both time points. This tended to 
relate to participants’ physical safety. In light of negative views of law enforcement and 
the law more generally, it is perhaps not surprising that participants sought to meet their 
physical safety needs through other means. Further research would be necessary to verify 
if negative views of law enforcement and having safety needs met through friends, are 
related.  
 When taken in light of existent research (Ferdik et al., 2016), police violence and 
harassment result in the fraying of already weakened social bonds. Social control lessens, 
as does the social cost of crime. Participants turn to friends to meet their physical safety 
needs. Police violence and harassment may therefore increase the criminal behaviour that 
necessitate police intervention. It is interesting to note that following their first year in 
Ceim ar Cheim, a more nuanced view of Gardaí emerged, disdain for Law was no longer 
evidenced, and a pride in non-cooperation with the Gardaí waned. It may be that desisting 




may also have painted the Gardaí in a new light. Unlocking the mechanisms of causality 
is beyond the remit of the current study. Crucially, the current observations underscore 
the importance of further researching this phenomenon in an Irish context.   
 
5.3  Discussion of key quantitative findings 
The study included an opportunistic sampling of quantitative data pertaining to desistance 
from crime.  
 
 5.3.1 Comparison of baseline and follow-up. 
Differences between participants baseline and follow-up scores on most quantitative 
measures used, did not reach statistical significance. Quantitative data was gathered as an 
adjunct to qualitative data. However, there were several limitations to the data gathered. 
The small number of participants may have led this opportunistic sampling to be 
underpowered. The scales were designed to be read and scored, but in the present study, 
they were read aloud for participants, due to concerns regarding literacy. This may have 
introduced a social desirability bias. Words used in some scales created confusion for 
participants, who required clarification on their meaning, for example “resourcefulness” 
and “opposes” in the General Self Efficacy scale (GSE).  
 There was a significant increase in future orientation, as measured on the Future 
Orientation Inventory (FOI) between baseline and follow-up. This reflects increases in 
participants’ future-focused behaviour and cognitions, such as planning for and thinking 
about the future. Increases in FOI scores were previously correlated with desistance and 
less antisocial traits (Monahan et al., 2009).  
 
 5.3.2 Drug and alcohol misuse. 
The majority of participants engaged in drug use at both time points. Cannabis was the 




Median drug use scores doubled between baseline and follow-up, though the change did 
not reach statistical significance. Further analysis of drug use trends indicated that drug 
use increased among those who admitted engaging in violence, but did not change among 
individuals who did not outline engaging in violence, although these differences did not 
reach statistical significance. The prevalence and continuity of drug misuse among these 
young people is cause for concern. Drug misuse has previously been correlated with 
greater attraction to violence and more offences committed (Sommer et al., 2017), and to 
persistence of offending behaviour in young people (Young et al., 2007).  
 Most participants’ alcohol use fell into the category of hazardous drinking at both 
time points, as quantified by the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test-C. There was 
no significant change in alcohol use between baseline and follow-up, and there was no 
significant difference in alcohol use between those who recounted engaging in violence 
and those who did not. The AUDIT-C is a three-item scale. It does not facilitate detailed 
exploration of drinking habits. Participants outlined that their alcohol use tended to follow 
a trend of weekend binge drinking of spirits mixed with soft drinks. In Ireland, links have 
been established between alcohol consumption and violence (Hope & Mongan, 2011), 
rape (Hanley, 2009), and domestic abuse (Watson, 2006). Drug and alcohol misuse 
warrant concern independently, but their combination is especially worrying.  
 Alcohol and drug misuse have been independently strongly related to self-reported 
offending and number of arrests in juvenile offenders (Mulvey, 2010). Drug and alcohol 
misuse was linked to 81% of offences in Ireland in 2011 (The Probation Service, 2012). 
The present results are also concerning considering reports of suppressed psychosocial 
maturity in serious adolescent offenders with high alcohol and marijuana use (Chassin et 
al., 2010). High levels of alcohol and drug misuse are especially worrying in this group 
of young people, who are already at elevated risk of criminal behaviour. Viewed in light 
of existent research, the present results reinforce the need for effective drug and alcohol 






 5.3.3  Comparison of violence and non-violence. 
During follow-up interviews, some participants spoke about engaging in violent acts 
during the year, others did not. Noting this, allowed for changes in psychometric measures 
to be compared between groups. There was a significant difference in changes to 
Psychosocial Maturity Inventory – Responsibility subscale (PMI-R) scores, between 
those who reported engaging in violence and those who did not. Scores on the PMI-R 
decreased in those who spoke about engaging in violence, and increased in those who did 
not. The magnitude of the difference between changes in scores at the end of the first year, 
was very large; nearly two standard deviations. PMI-R consists of three separate domains; 
self-reliance, identity and work orientation. The lower scores of those who reported 
engaging in violence are indicative of low self-reliance, a shifting identity, and low work 
orientation. These results lend further support to reports of a correlation between PMI-R 
scores and desistance in young offenders (Steinberg et al., 2015). The divergence in scores 
indicates that psychosocial maturation is not a linear process; it does not simply increase 
with age. There is evidence that imprisonment may stunt or erode maturation for some 
(Dmitrieva et al., 2012). 
 It should be emphasised that other participants may have engaged in violence, and 
simply chosen not to talk about it in interview. Therefore, the difference in psychosocial 
maturity scores may reflect participants’ predilection to brag about violence, rather than 
a predilection to engage in violence. However, three participants who outlined violent 
acts, were incarcerated by the end of the first year, all of whom were being charged with 
engaging in violence during the year. This may be taken as a form of verification of 
participants violent claims. Psychosocial maturity has been observed to develop into a 
person’s mid-twenties (Monahan et al., 2013). The observation of decreased PMI-R 
scores among individuals who outlined engaging in violence may also reflect the 
psychological impact of imprisonment. Incarceration of adolescent males has previously 
been linked to decreases in psychosocial maturity (Dmitrieva et al., 2012). This 
observation further undermines a punitive model of Criminal Justice. The observed 
difference between groups is also not surprising in light of research that correlates early 




the Psychosocial Maturity - Responsibility subscale (PMI-R) have been correlated with 
persistent antisocial behaviour among juvenile offenders (Monahan et al., 2009).  
 
5.4 Confluence of desistance 
The degree to which any single theory may hope to encapsulate and explicate a social 
phenomenon as complex as crime must be questioned. "The era of grand or formal theory 
is over.. life on the planet is changing too quickly to claim permanence much less 
transcendence" (Clarke, 2005, p.293). The validity of social control theories is quite 
specific to particular times, places and groups. The desisting effect of marriage and stable 
employment in post-war Boston (Laub & Sampson, 2001) did not hold in nineteenth 
century England (Farrall et al., 2009), and may have limited relevance in twenty-first 
century Limerick.  
 If researchers focus on narrow aspects of specific desistance theories in isolation, 
they erode the generalisability of their findings. Conversely, if researchers attempt to 
develop new theories from a tabula rasa, they run the risk of ignoring a wealth of 
accumulated trans-disciplinary knowledge. The present study adopted a multi-theoretical 
approach; reviewing and applying the dominant perspectives on desistance to the data 
generated. Deductively embedding concepts in an analytical template allowed for changes 
to be explored and discussed in light of existent theory. Taking a longitudinal approach 
facilitated observation of changes over time. This approach enabled observation and 
measurement of the interplay of internal and external desistance factors. 
 It appears that some individuals in the current study are in the early stages of the 
process of desistance. The presence of both feared and positive possible selves, alongside 
greater feelings of control and agency, and greater social bonds, have been correlated with 
desistance (Doekhie et al., 2017). The creation of new, efficacious identities, appear to 
have been facilitated by CarC. Uncertainty regarding possible future selves appeared to 
decrease following participants’ first year in CarC. However, over half of participants 




the study. Several participants struggled to conceive of their future, or feared what it might 
bring.  
 Crime is a social construct in more ways than one. A society defines what is and 
is not a crime, but the bond which an individual forms with that society, impacts their 
propensity to commit crime. The speed with which a social bond is destroyed far outpaces 
its rate of growth; a finding which is particularly troubling for individuals with weak 
connections to society. Drug use and hazardous drinking in the majority of participants 
compound risk and undermine preventative factors. Reports of violence and harassment 
by law enforcement agents, may heighten pre-existing societal alienation, as well as 
contempt for the Law. For some young people, criminality may be conceived as a cultural 
adaptation in response to structural barriers (Harris, 2011; Massey & Denton, 1993; 
Wilson, 1996), it may also be a survival adaptation in areas in severe need of regeneration. 
The average age of participants at baseline was eighteen years, yet three had become 
parents by the end of the study. The theme of grandparents adopting parenting roles is 
more understandable when it is viewed in the context of the isolation, conflict, and 
substance misuse present in participants’ lives. The necessity for some grandparents to 
adopt a parenting role is indicative of the intergenerational nature of social disadvantage 
and isolation which perpetuate the risk of criminal behaviour.  
 
5.5 Reflexivity 
I was anxious in advance of undertaking this research as I have personally been the victim 
of violent crime in Limerick city, as have members of my family and friends. This, 
coupled with my awareness of the social divide between study participants and I, meant 
that I struggled to have meaningful engagement with participants in the small-scale study. 
I was glad of the distance afforded me by professionalism and academic enquiry. 
Interviews conducted for the small-scale study were brief and included relatively little 
exploration of topics. I asked few follow-up questions and had limited rapport with 
participants. The process of transcribing and analysing these interviews, brought the 
limitations of my approach into sharp focus. Reflecting on this process led to important 




conversations with staff and participants, and generally spent more time in Ceim ar Cheim 
in advance of, and during the present study. This led to my being more comfortable in 
interviews, and better able to engage with participants in open and exploratory dialogue 
during the main study.  
 A dangerous altercation between CarC participants during the study gave me 
insight into the apparently commonplace nature of violence in their lives. I was struck by 
the casual reaction of my interviewee on learning that one participant had threatened to 
stab another, a short distance away. I was discomforted and curious about his lack of a 
reaction. On reflection I was saddened that he felt the need to appear indifferent, or 
actually felt indifferent, to this violence.  
 By the end of the study I had a good rapport with most participants and staff in 
Ceim ar Cheim. This research process has reshaped how I view crime. Intergenerational 
risk factors place some young people on a collision course with the criminal justice 
system. I am motivated to educate stake-holders in this area and to empower 
disenfranchised and socially alienated young people at risk of crime. I hope to work in 
this area in the future, to bring about meaningful change in the lives of individuals, and in 
Irish societal narratives of crime. I feel privileged to have worked briefly with these young 
people, and am grateful to them for their engagement and candour. 
 
5.6 Implications for Policy 
Balancing the aims of punishing offenders with supporting their desistance is a challenge 
for any National Penal Policy. There is little doubt that the goal of achieving a safer 
society, is better achieved through supporting desistance than delivering punishment, as 
outlined in a recent review of Irish penal policy (Department of Justice, 2014). The current 
study offers particularly salient insights, as the participants were at a crucial average age; 
eighteen years old. Participants have just past their peak age of recidivism (Shapland & 
Bottoms, 2017), and have entered adulthood under Irish law. Some participants reflected 
on their experiences of juvenile detention and prison in Ireland. The two were starkly 




whereas prison was extremely negative and fear invoking. An eighteenth birthday 
represents a penal cliff-edge for young Irish people. This legal policy is not supported by 
neurological research (Farrington et al., 2012; Pruin & Dunkel, 2015; Scott & Steinberg, 
2008). Biological maturation, much like desistance itself, is a process. A fearful 
experience of Prison may actually erode the temperance which supports emerging 
desistance (Dmitrieva et al., 2012), indeed reviews of the literature indicate that young 
people’s experience of the adult penal system is detrimental to desistance (Farrington et 
al., 2012; Howell et al., 2012). Ireland is among a small cohort of European countries who 
do not have special penal provisions for young adults (Pruin & Dunkel, 2015). The 
emergence from childhood to adulthood is a unique life stage. New initiatives in mental 
health service provision in Ireland, such as Jigsaw, cater to young people aged 12 to 25 
years (Illback, 2013), for this very reason. This is reflected in Ceim ar Cheim’s policy of 
catering to young people aged 15-25 years. The convenient, but arbitrary legal distinction 
between adulthood and childhood results in unnecessarily punitive consequences for 
young adults in Ireland. Participants in the present study did attribute a desistance 
motivation to the legal consequences of adulthood, however, given our understanding of 
the endemic intergenerational nature of crime, it behoves society to create policies which 
facilitate and support desistance rather than punish recidivism. The social bonds and 
positive identity formation which scaffold desistance would be better supported by 
policies which facilitate these processes and recognise the uniqueness of the early 
adulthood life stage.  
 
 5.7 Implications for future research   
The value of longitudinal desistance research is apparent from the rich and varied 
information generated by the current study. A desistance study involving a larger cohort 
of youth at risk over a longer time, would allow for further investigation of important 
findings from the current study, with greater statistical power. Recruiting participants 
aged 13 years and using a continuous sampling method with an interval of approximately 
six months over a five-year period, would facilitate more refined tracing of change over 




criminal charges, and primary care-givers estimates of their children’s antisocial 
behaviour. Interactions may be tracked between desistance measures and individual 
factors such as psychosocial maturity, identity, social bond, attachment style to parents, 
and substance misuse, and life events such as bereavement, imprisonment, and school 
expulsion. Transforming qualitative data, such as information on narrative identity, into 
quantitative data via the number of coding references, could bolster our understanding of 
the development of psychosocial factors over time, and between groups, for example 
violent versus non-violent youth. Exploring young peoples’ views of family members 
may further inform our understanding of the complex relationship between family role-
models and desistance. Investigation of potential police harassment and violence may be 
facilitated through a focus on participants who have required medical attention for injuries 
sustained by police. Participants’ reports, police reports, and medical reports, may be used 
as resources to inform the research. The potential influence of police violence and 
harassment on young people’s attitude towards police, the law, crime, and having personal 
safety needs met through friends, could also be explored. Finally, a study of this nature 
would also allow for Doherty’s (2006) recommendation of investigating the potential that 
the impact of social bonds is conditional on level of criminal propensity; this would also 
be facilitated by the quantification of social bonds.  
 
5.8 Implications for practice  
A variety of implications for practice with youth at risk emerged from the study.  
• Young people may benefit from increased engagement following the loss of social 
bonds, or at vulnerable turning points. This may involve increased one-to-one 
support from key workers, probation officers etc., following bereavement, loss, or 
relationship breakdown. Bolstering supports for young people during these 
periods of increased risk may act as a preventative factor of offending behaviour.  
• Mitigating the challenges of regular education in the form of large class sizes, 
strict attitudes of educators, and the fast learning pace, may help these individuals’ 
educational attainment. Many participants experienced expulsion from schools 




expulsions are exacerbated by already weakened social bonds in the form of a 
general disconnection from society, bereavement and loss and the potentially 
negative effects of family. Great care should be taken to consider the deleterious 
effects of expulsion on young people’s already tenuous social bonds. Policies 
which allow for increased school supports for youth at risk, and decrease their risk 
of expulsion, are needed.  
• Given the prevalence of hazardous drinking and drug use among participants, 
programmes aimed at minimising hazardous drinking and drug use are of clear 
value. The trend of increased drug use among participants who outlined engaging 
in violence further increases the necessity of such programmes.  
• Some participants ascribed a strong desisting influence to the legal consequences 
of adulthood. This may be used by stakeholders such as youth workers and 
probation officers, to bolster other young people’s motivation to desist, 
particularly in late teens or early adulthood.   
• The emergence of efficacious self-narratives appeared to follow participants 
experience of success and achievement. Drawing young people’s attention to 
educational and social successes may foster this. This may include praising minor 
educational successes such as completing a woodwork project, or passing a driver 
theory test.  
• Young people expressed an awareness of the negative influence of delinquent 
peers on desistance. Their efforts to distance themselves from such peers may be 
assisted through building friendships with others. Participation in sports clubs, 
community groups, and peer mentoring services may facilitate this.  
• Participants expressed little awareness or concern for the victim impact of their 
crimes. Increasing participation in Restorative Justice programmes may increase 
awareness of victim impact, which has previously been correlated with desistance 







5.9 Study strengths and limitations  
 Strengths  
• High follow-up rate; twelve participants completed interviews at baseline, of 
which eleven completed follow-up interviews. The significant efforts required to 
follow-up with participants who were incarcerated, facilitated this strength.   
• The theoretical pluralism which informed the study design facilitated 
documenting change across a variety of desistance related constructs.  
• Incorporating the reflective lessons learned from a small-scale research study into 
the main project. For example, taking time to build a rapport with participants in 
advance of interviews, gave rise to greater engagement and richer narratives.  
• Significant engagement with Ceim ar Cheim in the project planning, organisation 
and execution improved the overall quality of the project. Staff recommendations 
regarding the wording and order of interview questions were incorporated in 
advance of the project; improving the quality of the interview protocol.  
• The longitudinal nature of the project facilitated the documentation of change over 
time.  
• The qualitative analytical strategy adopted; template analysis facilitated the 




• Quantitative measures were designed to be read and marked by participants, but 
due to literacy concerns, and in an attempt to ensure that measures were completed 
in full, they were read aloud; potentiating social desirability bias.  
• No pilot project was used. A pilot project would have allowed for limitations to 
be established and potentially addressed in advance of the main project. More 
accurate timescales for conducting interviews could have been estimated from a 




• The items in some measures included language which some participants struggled 
to understand, for example, the General Self-Efficacy Scale, as outlined.  
• It may be that some factors associated with desistance from crime in other 
populations, are not applicable to an Irish population. Similarly, the results 
generated may have limited generalisability beyond this population of Irish 
adolescents/young adults. 
• Qualitative research is more open to biases and idiosyncrasies of the researcher 
than quantitative research.  
• Qualitative research is hampered by ambiguities of language which may lead to 
misinterpretations. The range of colourful colloquialisms used by study 
participants to describe their lives increased the chances of such 
misinterpretations. The researcher’s awareness and understanding of these 
colloquialisms was crucial to minimising misunderstanding, for example; 
understanding that the term “up-john 90s” refers to Xanax or other 
Benzodiazepines.  
• The process of transcribing audio recordings of interviews is open to human error.  
• Despite interviews taking place in private, and interviewees being reminded that 
participation was voluntary at the outset of each interview, some interviewees may      
have felt obliged to participate in the study, particularly those who were 
incarcerated at follow-up, which may have influenced their responses. 
• The cost of including a wide variety of desistance theories was the depth with 
which theories could be explored. For example, a shortened version of the Life 
Story Interview (McAdams, 2008), was used. A deeper exploration of narrative 
identity may have been facilitated by using the full version of this interview.  
 
5.10 Conclusion 
Community based services such as Ceim ar Cheim would appear to be well placed to 
support the internal and external changes associated with desistance. For young people 
living in neighbourhoods where criminal activity is a norm, desistance is a significant 




bereavement and loss, repeated school breakdowns, and incarceration. Emerging 
efficacious identities, may accentuate the cost of developing into a feared possible self. 
The prospect of a clean slate as an adult, motivates desistance, while potential 
imprisonment and longer prison sentences, increase individuals’ perceived cost of 
recidivism for some. A significant difference in changes to responsibility, was apparent 
between individuals who outlined engaging in violent acts, and those that did not. The 
responsibility of individuals who outlined engaging in violence decreased over the year, 
and increased in those who did not outline engaging in violence. Drug use and hazardous 
drinking, both correlated with crime, were highly prevalent among participants. Median 
drug use doubled over the course of the study among participants who outlined engaging 
in violence. Taking a meta-theoretical perspective of desistance vividly illustrates the 
magnitude of challenges faced by young people at risk, but may also guide the systemic 
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Appendix A: Small-scale study results 
Semi-structured interviews were used to explore three participants’ preconceptions of the 
service, their perceived progress, their beliefs regarding service development, and general 
reflections on the service. Staff members who work closely with the young people, informed 
potential participants about the research project and established interest in participation. 
Interview transcripts were coded and categorised using thematic analysis (Braun, 2006). 
Transcripts were then coded by a second rater; differing themes were identified and discussed. 
Quantitative information consisted of archival data, for 240 participants who graduated 
between January 2006 and January 2015. This was analysed using descriptive statistics. A non-
parametric test (chi-square) was also used to explore the relationship between gender and 
service outcome in the archival data.  
Table 6 
Ceim ar Cheim archival data 
 Male Female Total 
N (%) 111 (80%) 28 (20%) 139 
Start age (years)    
Mean 17.3 18.2 17.6 
Time in service (months)    
Mean 24.8 23.7 24.6 
Outcome N (%)    
FETAC  32 (29%) 3 (11%) 35 (25%) 
Basic skills  19 (17%) 2 (7%) 21 (15%) 
LCA 37 (33%) 19 (68%) 56 (40%) 
Withdrew 23 (21%) 4 (14%) 27 (20%) 
Location N (%)   
Inner City  62   (30%) 
Limerick Region 7     (3%) 
Moyross 113 (55%) 
Unknown 24   (12%) 
 
 Five main themes emerged; preconceptions of Ceim ar Cheim (CarC), contrast between 
traditional schooling and CarC, CarC ethos, motivation to attend CarC, and the effects of 
participation. Participants held diverging preconceptions of CarC. One participant’s negative 
view of the programme, appeared to be influenced by an immediate family member. A positive 
preconception of the service was influenced by hearing about the positive experiences of past 
participants. A final participant had no preconceptions of the service. There was a striking 
contrast in participants reported experiences of CarC and traditional educational environments. 




and other factors to their increased ability to learn in CarC. The ethos of CarC was universally 
praised by participants. Staff members were viewed as fair and tolerant. It was apparent that 
CarC filled a role beyond the provision of education to participants. Individuals were happy to 
be contacted by CarC staff during holiday periods and even drop into the centre during 
holidays. Rather than being viewed as monitoring, this contact from staff was perceived as 
supportive by participants and indicative of the staff member’s availability to them. The 
motivations which participants cited for attending CarC were varied. One participant cited the 
money that he received for attending the service, another had a lack of alternative options, the 
final participant was motivated by the increased educational opportunities made available from 
CarC participation. 
 Chi-square analysis of archival data revealed a significant relationship between gender 
and service outcome. Follow-up analysis revealed that female participants were more likely to 
receive a Leaving Certificate Applied outcome (n=19, 68%) and less likely to receive a FETAC 
outcome (n=3, 11%) than their male counterparts (n=37, 33% and n=32, 29% respectively). In 
CarC, a FETAC outcome covers a range of competency and skill-based qualifications, the LCA 























Appendix B: Information letter 
 
        Ceim at Cheim service evaluation, 
         Dept. of Psychology, 
        University of Limerick, 
        Co. Limerick.  
Dear Participant, 
 We would like to ask you to take part in a research project that we are carrying out with 
the Ceim ar Cheim service. Ceim ar Cheim have asked us at the University of Limerick to 
examine their service and collect information on what seems to be working for students and what 
could be improved. This study wishes to learn about your experience of the programme and we 
hope that by learning about your experience, it may be possible to improve the service to future 
participants. 
If you agree to take part in the study, we will ask you to take part in a short interview in 
which you will be asked some questions. If you are currently on the programme, we may ask that 
you are interviewed again at a later date. The questions will look at several different topics. We 
will mainly be asking what you thought of the service at the start, any changes you have noticed 
about yourself from attending the service, anything you particularly like about the service and 
anything you think would improve the service. The interview should not take longer than one 
hour to complete.  
We will make sure that your answers in the interview will be kept completely private and 
will only be seen by the researchers involved in the research project. Interviews will be recorded 
on a audio recorder but your information will be completely anonymous. In particular, none of 
the staff members in Ceim or Cheim will know your identity or what you have said. This is very 
important so that we can get a true picture of what is working and what isn’t in the service.  
 Taking part in this research project is completely voluntary. If you agree to take part 
we ask that you sign a consent form which is attached to this letter. If you are under 18, a parent 
or guardian will also need to sign a separate form attached here. If you are taking part in the 
interview and decide you would like to stop you can drop out of the project at any time. If you 
would like to take part and not have the interview recorded that is also ok. 
If you have any questions about taking part in the research you can contact any member 
of the research team below or call 061 202741. We appreciate your time on this.   
Many Thanks, 
Patrick Ryan, head of department of education and professional studies, University of 
Limerick. 






Appendix C: Participant Consent form (over 18 years of age) 
 
Ceim ar Cheim Research Study consent form 
 
I hereby consent to taking part in the Ceim ar Cheim Research Study.  
 
 
Student Name in BLOCK CAPITALS:         
 
Signature:             
 
 
Date of Birth:            
 
 




Dr Patrick Ryan, Mr Stephen Quigley, Mr Andrew Dillon, Mr John Stapleton, Ceim ar Cheim 









Appendix D: Participant Assent form (Under 18 years of age) 
 
Ceim ar Cheim Research Study assent form 
 
I hereby assent to taking part in the Ceim ar Cheim Research Study.  
 
Student Name in BLOCK CAPITALS:         
 
 
Signature:            
 
 
Date of Birth:            
 
 




Dr Patrick Ryan, Mr Stephen Quigley, Mr Andrew Dillon, Mr John Stapleton, Ceim ar Cheim 









Appendix E: parental consent form (Participant under 18 years of age) 
 
Ceim ar Cheim Research Study consent form 
 
I hereby consent to my child taking part in the Ceim ar Cheim Research Study.  
 
Parents Name in BLOCK CAPITALS:         
 
 
Parents Signature:           
 
 
Child’s name in BLOCK CAPITALS:        
 
 




Dr Patrick Ryan, Mr Stephen Quigley, Mr Andrew Dillon, Mr John Stapleton, Ceim ar Cheim 









Appendix F: Semi-structured interview schedule – Baseline 
 
Date of interview:  Interviewer:  Participant name:     
 
 
Pre-conceptions of service 
 
1. What had you heard of Ceim ar Cheim before you started?   
  




 Narrative Identity 
 
3. I’m curious to hear about the story of your life. You can imagine that your life story is like the 
plot of a movie or a computer game; You don’t need talk about everything that has ever 
happened to you, I’d like to hear about the major things that have led you to be who you 
are. All stories have different kinds of characters, with different events along the way. There 
are high points and low points, good times and bad times, heroes and villains, good guys and 
bad.  
 
4. Can you describe a high point from your story? It might be a moment when you felt really 
happy or excited. Can you talk about a low point in your life story? Try to remember a time 
when you felt sadness, disappointment or fear. In stories there are often turning points, 
when a person changes. A turning point can happen in different places, like at home, in 
school; or it can happen because of another person in your life. Please think of a time in your 
life story that was a turning point? 
 
[Probes: Tell me what happened, where it happened, who was involved, what you did, what you 
were thinking and feeling, how did it effect you in the long-run?] 
 
5. Thinking about your life story, can you think of one or more people that had the best 
influence on your story? Describe them, and how they had their positive impact on your 
story? Thinking about your life story, can you think of one or more people that had the worst 




6. Probably everyone thinks about the future to some extent. When doing so, we usually think 
about the kinds of experiences that are in store for us and the kinds of people we might 
possibly become. Sometimes we think about what we probably will be like, other times 
about the ways we are afraid we might turn out to be, and other times about what we hope 
or wish we could be like. 
 
One way of talking about this is to talk about possible selves - selves we might possibly be. 
Some of these selves seem quite likely, for example ‘‘being a good student’’ or ‘‘going on 




space’’ or ‘‘winning the lottery’’. In addition, we may have possible selves that are feared or 
dreaded, such as ‘‘having cancer’’ or ‘‘being poor’’. Some of us may have a large number of 
possible selves in mind while others may only have a few. 
Social controls 
7. In general, what do you think of Ceim ar Cheim? 
8. What is the most important thing for you to get from Ceim ar Cheim? 
9. What do you do with most of your free time? 
10. Are you one of the leaders in your group of friends? 
11. Would your friends stick by you if you got in trouble? 
12. What do you think about the staff here in Ceim ar Cheim? 
13. Do you care what the staff think of you? 
14. Tell me about any club, sports or other groups that you’re involved with outside of Ceim ar 
Cheim and home? 
15. Are you in a relationship at the moment? 
16. Do you have any children? 
17. Are you closer to your mum or dad? (ask about this parent in following three questions) 
18. Tell me about your relationship with your mum/dad? 
19. What’s it like to talk to your mum/dad about your thoughts and feelings? 
20. What’s it like to talk to your mum/dad about your future? 
21. What would your mum/dad like for you in future? 
Anti-social behavior 
 
22. What is your experience  of the Gardai? 
 
23. Have you any charges built up? 
( if yes - What’s the worst thing about being caught?) 
 
24. What are the chances of you picking up charges in the future? 
 
25. Have you any ideas about the impacts of crime? (Have you any stories about a crime 
effecting someone you know?).  
 
26. Have you experienced violence yourself? (did you ever have cause to use it yourself? 
 
Examples of probing questions; “tell me more about that”, “what eventually happened”, “How did 
others see it”, “what did you learn” “I’d be interested in hearing more about that” “how did that make 
you feel” “could you give me an example of that”, “I’m not sure what you mean by..” “who was 







Appendix G: Semi-structured interview schedule – Follow-up 




1. What has it been like attending Ceim ar Cheim? 
 
 Narrative Identity 
2. I’m curious to hear about the story of your life. You can imagine that your life story is like the 
plot of a movie or a computer game; You don’t need talk about everything that has ever 
happened to you, I’d like to hear about the major things that have led you to be who you 
are. All stories have different kinds of characters, with different events along the way. There 
are high points and low points, good times and bad times, heroes and villains, good guys and 
bad.  
 
Can you describe a high point from your story? It might be a moment when you felt really 
happy or excited.  
 
Can you talk about a low point in your life story? Try to remember a time when you felt 
sadness, disappointment or fear.  
 
In stories there are often turning points, when a person changes. A turning point can happen 
in different places, like at home, in school; or it can happen because of another person in 
your life. Please think of a time in your life story that was a turning point? 
 
[Probes: Tell me what happened, where it happened, who was involved, what you did, what you 
were thinking and feeling, how did it effect you in the long-run?] 
 
Thinking about your life story, can you think of one or more people that had the best 
influence on your story? Describe them, and how they had their positive impact on your 
story?  
 
Thinking about your life story, can you think of one or more people that had the worst 




3. Probably everyone thinks about the future to some extent. When doing so, we usually think 
about the kinds of experiences that are in store for us and the kinds of people we might 
possibly become. Sometimes we think about what we probably will be like, other times 
about the ways we are afraid we might turn out to be, and other times about what we hope 
or wish we could be like. One way of talking about this is to talk about possible selves - 
selves we might possibly be. Some of these selves seem quite likely, for example ‘‘being a 
good student’’ or ‘‘going on vacation’’. Others may be only vague thoughts or dreams about 
the future, like ‘‘travelling in space’’ or ‘‘winning the lottery’’. In addition, we may have 
possible selves that are feared or dreaded, such as ‘‘having cancer’’ or ‘‘being poor’’. Some 
of us may have a large number of possible selves in mind while others may only have a few. 
 






4. In general, what do you think of Ceim ar Cheim? 
5. What is the most important thing for you to get from Ceim ar Cheim? 
6. What do you do with most of your free time? 
7. Tell me about your friends?  
[Probes: Are you one of the leaders in your group of friends?  
Would your friends stick by you if you got in trouble?] 
8. Tell me about the staff here? 
[Probes: Do you think that the staff here really care about you? 
Do you care what the staff think of you?] 
9. Are you in a relationship at the moment? 
10. Tell me about any club, sports or other groups that you’re involved with outside of Ceim ar 
Cheim and home? 
11. Do you have any children? 
12. Tell me about your family? 
Anti-social behavior and Law 
 
13. What is your experience of the Gardai? 
 
14. Have you any charges built up? 
 
15. What are the chances of you picking up charges in the future? 
 
16. Have you any ideas about the impacts of crime?  
 
17. Have you experienced violence yourself?  
 
Examples of probing questions; “tell me more about that”, “what eventually happened”, “How did others 
see it”, “what did you learn” “I’d be interested in hearing more about that” “how did that make you feel” 
“could you give me an example of that”, “I’m not sure what you mean by..” “who was involved”, “what 












































































































Appendix N: Weinberger Adjustment Inventory 
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